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ABSTRACT
Spiritual and Character Development in Online Education at Brigham Young University
Frederick Roger Hyatt
Department of Instructional Psychology and Technology, BYU
Doctor of Philosophy
With the increasingly widespread adoption of online learning, education is at an
important crossroads. Spirituality and character building were once an important part of formal
education. In the more secular modern era, many institutions of higher learning have neglected
the spiritual aspects of teaching and learning. There is increasing academic interest in the
relationship between spirituality and education. At the same time, relatively little attention has
been paid to how spiritual and character development can be facilitated in online courses.
This study seeks to better understand the how to develop spirituality and character
building more effectively in online education through three related studies. The first article
explores published research related to spirituality and education. Definitions are derived for two
different perspectives, a contemporary North American view, and the Brigham Young University
view.
A second article reports on a quantitative analysis of how spiritually strengthening and
character building, both Aims of a BYU Education, were accomplished in 63 online courses
taught recently at BYU from the perspective of approximately 1730 students. The third article,
“Spiritual and Character Development in Online Education from the Instructors’ Perspective”,
qualitatively investigates the actions of instructors to more effectively accomplish these two
Aims in their online courses based on their self-reported responses to six open-ended questions.
Students responded to 77 questions (using 7-point Likert Scales) related to these two
Aims. Structural Equation Modeling showed four constructs as having significant influence on
their spiritual and character development: genuine caring for students (by teachers), Gospel
connections, instructor’s morality, and ethics in relation to the course. Twelve subfactors of
social, cognitive and teacher presence, and student engagement indicated these four subfactors
related to spiritual and character development.
Instructors that are more intentional and explicit also utilize active learning techniques.
These ask students to do more than just read about or talk about spirituality and character
development. Rather, they involve students in active learning activities such as reflecting on
ethics, creating personal value statements/constitutions, and setting and periodically reporting on
related goals.

Keywords: religious factors, ethics, electronic learning, active learning, teacher student
relationship, interaction
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DESCRIPTION OF RESEARCH AGENDA AND STRUCTURE OF DISSERTATION
This study explores the connections between online learning and accomplishing two of
the Aims of a BYU Education to be spiritually strengthening and character building. It is based
on data collected across 123 courses at BYU during five semesters/terms of classes in 2016 and
2017. This study focuses specifically on the experience of students in online courses included in
the dataset. I analyzed several online courses from the students’ and instructors’ viewpoints
pertaining to how they were spiritually strengthening and character building.
This dissertation is a combination of three articles. I first established a clear
understanding of the definitions of spirituality and education in the context of higher education.
The first article provided a detailed literature review on spirituality and character building in
higher education and served as a foundation for the analysis that followed. Specific application
of spirituality and character building in online education was presented in the literature reviews
of the two subsequent articles. The second article reported on an analysis of the responses by
online students to questions related to BYU Aims using Structural Equation Modeling. The third
article examined online instructors’ views of their efforts to accomplish these two aims in their
online courses using a Grounded Theory approach. The dissertation concluded by synthesizing
insights garnered from all three articles, providing key recommendations regarding important
considerations when attempting to strengthen spirituality and build character in online courses.
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ARTICLE 1
Spiritual and Character Development in Online Education at Brigham Young University

Frederick Roger Hyatt
Dr. Peter J. Rich
Dr. Bradley R. Wilcox
Dr. Isaac W. Calvert

Brigham Young University
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Abstract
Spirituality and character building were once an important part of formal education. In the more
secular modern era, many institutions of higher learning have neglected the spiritual aspects of
teaching and learning, focusing primarily on academics. However, there is increasing academic
interest in the relationship between spirituality and education. For example, at Brigham Young
University (BYU), two of the four principal aims of education are that it be spiritually
strengthening and character building. With the increasingly widespread adoption of distance
learning, education is at an important crossroads. Relatively little attention has been paid to how
spiritual and character development can be facilitated in online education. This study sought to
better understand the development of spirituality and character-building in online education
through analysis of published research related to spirituality and education in colleges and
universities. Definitions were derived for two different perspectives, a contemporary North
American view, and the Brigham Young University view. This literature posits at least three
main concepts in the context of these definitions, that education is incomplete and inadequate
unless it includes both the inner and the outer dimensions of an individual’s soul; spiritual and
character development are dependent primarily upon the individual; and, a student’s motivation,
satisfaction, and performance with learning is influenced by relationships.
Keywords: spirituality, ethics, sacred, holy, soul, religiosity
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Spiritual and Character Development in Online Education at Brigham Young University
Brigham Young University’s (BYU) founder and namesake admonished the school’s first
principal, Karl G. Maeser, “to remember that you ought not to teach even the alphabet or the
multiplication tables without the Spirit of God” (Maeser, 1928, p. 79). As one of the four
specifically identified aims of an education at BYU, it is that it be “Spiritually Strengthening”
and “Character Building” (BYU Mission & Aims). Together they are essential for a successful
and complete BYU experience for students, and are both encouraged, even mandated, goals for
faculty as they plan course outcomes. Spirituality in education is a topic that has received more
attention since Parker J. Palmer published his seminal work, To Know As We Are Known, in
1983.
Recently, the current president of BYU issued another challenge: He inaugurated a
strategy that would enable that, “by 2020, each BYU student will be able to take at least fifteen
hours of credit online before graduation” (Worthen, 2017, p. 1). This may well be partially in
response to the growing number of effective online courses available at many institutions of
higher learning (see Lederman, 2018; Reis, 2016). However, not all institutions attempt to
design or deliver courses with the expressed aim of impacting students’ spirituality and
character. With the recent increase in online education, there has not been a proportional
increase in published research on the topic of spirituality and online education. Nonetheless,
with online education becoming part of a BYU experience, there is an increasing need to
understand how to ensure that they accomplish the aims of being both spiritually strengthening
and character-building.
Dennen, Darabi, and Smith (2007) pointed out that the “transactional distance between
learners and instructors in a distance learning setting leads to psychological and communications
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gaps” (p. 66). Consequently, one might think that being somewhat removed from personal,
direct interaction with the instructors in online courses may make it more difficult for students to
be spiritually strengthened or be motivated to build character as part of their learning. This
research reported the ways that BYU students and faculty have attempted to overcome these gaps
and accomplished spiritual and character development in online courses.
Scope of Study
This study explored the connections between spiritually strengthening and characterbuilding BYU aims and academic learning. This literature review examined these topics from
two different perspectives: the Contemporary North American view and the BYU view.
Research Context
To establish a context for this research, it was important to clarify the definitions and
propositions associated with related terminology. This may help readers understand the recent
research about the relationships between education, spirituality, and character building.
Thereafter, a brief description of how these terms are defined and related within the doctrine of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the sponsoring organization of BYU, was
provided.
Literature Research Path
Initially, I (first author) searched the ERIC database using parameters “Education and
Spirituality.” This yielded 100 references among peer-reviewed publications. The abstracts
were individually reviewed for relevance for this study and a shorter list of 35 were read in
detail. The articles were deemed relevant if they dealt with definitions of spirituality, cause and
effects of education related to spirituality, and/or they were directly related to online courses.
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These short-listed articles were further analyzed and categorized according to purpose and
content. (See Appendix A. Articles Analysis Spreadsheet.)
Special attention was paid to published literature reviews that included aspects of
education relating to spirituality and character building. References in these publications
identified as being relevant to this study were similarly reviewed including, the most often cited
books. These included, The Heart of Learning: Spirituality in Education, (Glazer, 1999); To
Know As We Are Known: Education as a Spiritual Journey, (Palmer, 1983); The Idea of the
Holy, (Otto, 1968); Cultivating the Spirit, (Astin, Astin & Lindholm, 2011); Meditation and the
Classroom, (Simmer-Brown & Grace, 2011); Encouraging Authenticity and Spirituality in
Higher Education, (Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006); Handbook of Moral and Character
Education, (Nucci, Narvaez & Krettenauer, 2014); and The Dying of the Light: the
Disengagement of Colleges and Universities from their Christian Churches (Burtchaell, 1998).
The results of this review were summarized below with special attention paid to research
published during the past 20 years in order to focus on the most recent information and
especially that which is contemporary with the development of online education. Specifically,
attention was directed to the philosophical and religious views of what may be considered
modern western Christian thinking. This will hereafter be referred to as a Contemporary North
American View.
Next, a collection of articles related to the Aims of a BYU Education were studied. This
was found on the BYU Aim’s website (see Appendices B & C). These provided the specific
context of the BYU View. Throughout this effort, additional publications were found as they
were referenced or recommended by researchers, authors, associates, and my advisory
committee. These were also studied and included in this review (see Appendix D). Finally, an
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array of Church articles, books and other resources were consulted to distill definitions and
principles related to education and spirituality that relate to the BYU View of spirituality and
education. This research path is diagramed in Figure 1.

Start
I. Search EBSCO
ERIC Database
"Education" and
"Spirituality"

100 Peer-reviewed
Articles

II. Reviewed for
Relevance

IV. Additional
(referenced) Articles

30 Articles relevant to
Online Education

VII. Church Articles,
Books, & Other
Resources

III. Detailed analysis

VIII. Synthesized
Definitions and
Propositions

V. Additional
Relevant Books

VI. BYU Aims
References

Results
Figure 1. Literature research path.

The resulting definitions and concepts are described below. First, I present a
Contemporary North American view; then, the BYU view.
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Spirituality and Education – A Contemporary North American View
Numerous institutions of higher learning in the United States have roots in religious
organizations, although their ties to their founding churches or denominations “have tended to
wither” over time (Burtchaell, 1998, p. ix). Historically, religion and education were so closely
intertwined they were nearly indistinguishable (see Richards, 1982). However, in the past
decade or two there has been a conscious effort to separate the two, much like the “separation of
church and state” (Glazer, 1999, p. 1). Now, education is thought of as academic and
intellectual; that is, related to the development of the mind and brain, distinct and separate from
moral values. Whereas,
spirituality is sometimes understood as the far end of the affective domain, or perhaps as
a domain unto itself (the spiritual domain). It can involve transcendence, ineffability,
mystery, feelings ‘deep in one's soul,’ beauty, goodness, contemplation, a sense of
inspiration or renewal, encounter with sublime natural settings, and intuition of the
divine; it is often characterized by a sense of awe, unity, personal balance, or inner peace.
(Hitzhusen, 2004, p. 41)
It is evident from recent studies that there is not agreement on how to define spirituality
or how to definitively describe its relationship to education. As Marian de Souza (2016) put it,
“[Those studying spirituality] begin by acknowledging the inability of the researchers to define
spirituality. They then proceed to explain how spirituality is being understood" (p. 2).
Therefore, it is essential to be clear on how terms are defined and used.
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Definitions
Based on recent publications, the following terms are defined: religiosity, spirituality,
character, sacred, and holy. Thereafter, propositions found in recent research as to how they
relate to education are described.
Religiosity. Spirituality is often associated with religion. Certainly, there are spiritual
connotations and implications for most religious practices. However, researchers often
differentiate between spirituality and religion (the practice or outwardly observable behaviors
related to worship or institutionalized religious phenomena) as a person’s religiousness or
religiosity (see Hill & Hood, 1999). Neff (2006) drew a clear distinction between the two:
“religiosity involves formal or informal religious practice (public or private) and spirituality
involves the individual's relationship to some transcendent force” (p. 450).
Religiosity may be intermingled with spirituality; it both influences and is influenced by
an individual’s spirituality. However, the former is more a matter of internal, unseen quality of
one’s heart and mind. Further, religiosity is more about external associations and activities;
spirituality is more about internal self-concept, feelings, and perceptions of one’s relationship
with others (and especially a higher power).
Spirituality. Spiritual development was defined by Astin et al. (2011) in a general way:
“How students make meaning of their education and their lives, how they develop a sense
of purpose, the value and belief dilemmas they experience, as well as the role of religion,
the sacred, and the mystical in their lives. Spirituality also involves aspects of our
students’ experience that are not easy to define, such as intuition, inspiration, creativity,
and their sense of connectedness to others and the world." (see p. 40)
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Barrett (2016) provided another example of how this is defined in more specific terms:
“Spirituality was conceptualized by (a) being engaged in a dynamic process of inner reflection to
better understand oneself and the meaning of and purpose of one's life; (b) belief in the
interconnectedness of humanity and a related desire to be of service to others; (c) living one's
personal philosophy of life with authenticity and integrity; and (d) seeking a
connection/relationship with a higher power" (p. 118). In addition, Lingley (2016) provided a
complex combination of several ingredients in her definition: an attitude toward inquiry; search
for life’s purpose and meaning; faith in something or someone beyond oneself; self-awareness;
commitment to ethics; and, experiences such as awe, love, and wonder (see p. 7).
From these and other examples we can synthesize that spirituality for college students
includes the meaning they associate with the things they learn, their purpose in life, as well their
relationships with a higher power and with other people. These dynamic characteristics are
rooted in their inner selves and may or may not be associated with religious beliefs and practices.
Character. Theodore Roosevelt is quoted as saying, “To educate a man in mind and not
in morals is to educate a menace to society” (Nucci et al., 2014, p. 7). Character building is
concerned with teaching morals. Modern thinking about character education has its roots in the
early 20th Century work of Jean Piaget and Emile Durkheim (see Snarey & Samuelson, 2008, pp.
61-62). Lawrence Kohlberg (1977) built his frameworks for character education on the work of
these two pioneers. Arthur (2014) clarified that “character is an inclusive term for the individual
as a whole” (p. 53). It includes moral values; however, he pointed out that many teachers are
wary of teaching morals in school, rather leaving this to parents and faith communities (p. 54).
Determining what constitutes good morals and bad morals appears to be a sensitive issue. He
added, “since character refers to that combination of rational and acquired factors which
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distinguish one individual from another it is clear that certain aspects of character building are
beyond the realm of measurement” (p. 58). Berkowitz and Bier (2014) defined character as “the
set of psychological characteristics that motivate and enable an individual to function as a
competent moral agent” (p. 250). Then, they illustrated this with a few examples of doing “the
right thing,” like telling the truth, not cheating, or stealing, and reaching out to help another
student.
These definitions demonstrate that character building includes cultivating the social
norms and values within people that enable them to employ ethically their knowledge without
infringing on other individuals’ lives and opportunities.
Sacred. The meaning of this term has changed recently. Originally, sacred meant
related to God and one’s behaviors toward Him such as prayer, devotion, and religious practice.
More recently, it has come to mean experiences of deep meaning with respect to relationships
and everyday activities (see de Souza, 2016, p. 2). The term has been applied to everyone
differently, depending upon what he/she experiences that is perceived as significant to that
person. The degree of sacredness is relative to the value attributed to perceptions.
Holy. A classic definition is found in Otto’s, The Idea of the Holy (1968, pp. 10-11). He
referred to “the numinous” or “creature-consciousness” that an individual is dependent upon a
higher power, a supreme being. It is largely difficult to describe and must be experienced
individually. It manifests itself in terms of “self-deprecation,” recognizing one’s lowly status
while sustaining an appreciation of the enormity and position of the higher power. Holiness is a
recognition of one’s limitations and inferiority by comparison to the Infinite.
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Propositions
Based on the above definitions, I now offer propositions as to how they relate to
education. The descriptions of relationships between education and spirituality vary widely.
However, they most often involve the meaning of knowledge; especially answering “so what?”
questions of relative importance for the things that are being taught and learned. The ideas of
experience and completeness as related to education are also prevalent. In this section, I describe
three specific propositions.
Spirituality adds meaning. Without including spiritual aspects of education, learning
can be hollow and an activity without significance, busy-work as it were. “Research has shown
that incorporation of a spiritual element in education provides a way for students to have
authentic learning experiences and make meaning of the knowledge they acquire in the
classroom" (Crowe, 2012, p. 75). Others have argued that our educational system was based on
a religious foundation since the inception of our country; and, they posit that spirituality is an
essential aspect of education if our democratic government is to continue (see Lingley, 2016, p.
1; Thayer-Bacon, 2017, p. 2).
Learning is rooted in experience. More than just the transfer of knowledge, or even
acquisition of conceptual understanding, to be complete, education must be experienced by a
student’s whole self. “Spirituality in education is about intimacy with experience: intimacy with
our perceptions—the experience of having a body; our thoughts—the experience of having a
mind; and our emotions—the experience of having a heart. Spirituality in education is rooted in
experience” (Glazer, 1999, p. 2).
Complete learning must include both outer and inner development. Institutions of
higher education tend to emphasize the outward manifestations of academic activity such as
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classes taken, grades, and other accomplishments with less regard to students’ “inner” moral,
emotional, and spiritual development (see Astin et al., 2011, p. 39). Other authors have come to
the same conclusion, “Higher education has for far too long encouraged the development of
fragmented and inauthentic lives by ignoring the ‘inner’ development of values and beliefs,
emotional maturity, moral development, spirituality, and self-understanding” (Bobilya, Akey and
Mitchell, 2011, p. 302; see also Chickering et al., 2006).
Palmer (1983) emphasized this idea in terms of a partial or whole view of understanding:
“Many of us live one-eyed lives. . . . With the mind’s eye we see a world of fact and reason” and
the other is the “eye of the heart. . . . We need ‘wholesight,’ a vision of the world in which our
mind and heart unite ‘as my two eyes make one in sight’” (p. xi). Palmer insisted that only by
including both aspects can we completely be educated. For education to be complete, it must not
only include academic development, but must include spiritual and moral development as well,
since one complements and enhances the other.
Spirituality and Education – The BYU View
The view of spirituality and education at BYU is best understood by a brief review of the
relevant doctrine of its sponsoring institution, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
(referred hereafter as the Church). First, a few fundamental terms are defined; then, the doctrinal
principles are summarized.
Definitions
The following terms are defined: soul, spirituality, character, sacred, and holy.
Thereafter, propositions as to how they relate to education in the context of BYU and the
doctrine of the Church are presented.
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Soul. Human beings are made up of two major elements: the tangible and the intangible.
The body is tangible; behavior is observable and at least to some degree measurable. On the
other hand, there is an ethereal nature or portion of each of us that is not corporeal. It is
described variously as the mind, heart, or spirit of man. Fundamentally, “the spirit and the body
are the soul of man” (Doctrine & Covenants [D&C] 88:15). Both grow and mature through
experience and effort, depending upon the appropriate attention applied throughout our lives.
Education of both is important.
Spirituality. David O. McKay, an educator by profession and ninth president of the
Church in a speech entitled, “Something Higher than Self” explained, “Spirituality, our true aim,
is the consciousness of victory over self, and of communion with the Infinite. Spirituality impels
one to conquer difficulties and acquire more and more strength. To feel one’s faculties unfolding
and truth expanding in the soul is one of life’s sublimest experiences” (1965, p. 4). This can be
summarized as the quality of the ethereal nature of man’s soul. It includes one’s relationship
with God (“the Infinite”), one’s attitude toward the world and people around him, as well as his
innermost motivations and aspirations.
To grow spiritually is to acquire noble, god-like character traits (e.g., love, selfsacrificing, charity, unselfishness, mercy, and compassion). One aspect of spiritual maturity is a
“sense of the sacred” or in other words, the “ability to discern what is sacred and to respond with
reverence for all that is holy” (Christofferson, 2004, p. 1). This is synonymous with
strengthening one’s spirit. Developing opposite traits is to weaken one’s spirit (i.e., to hate, be
cruel, become selfish, cruel, lack integrity, become untrustworthy, and profane).
Character. Character development is difficult to distinguish from spiritual development.
In some respects, character traits are more likely to be manifest in one’s behavior. Spirituality
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may be less obvious and more intimate to the individual. Character building involves the
acquisition of “moral values as [enumerated in the BYU Aims,] integrity, reverence, modesty,
self-control, courage, compassion, and industry” (Aims, 2019). As David O. McKay (1967) put
it, “Character is the aim of true education” and “true education seeks to make men and women
not only good mathematicians, proficient linguists, or brilliant literary lights, but also honest men
with virtue, temperance, and brotherly love” (p. 3). Members of the Church would agree with
this dictionary definition of character: “an individual’s mental and ethical traits” or personality
traits (Merriam-Webster).
Sacred. As part of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus Christ explained that you should not
cast “your pearls before swine, lest they trample them under their feet, and turn again and rend
you” (Matthew 7:6). Again, in April of 1829, He spoke through the prophet Joseph Smith
simply and directly, “Trifle not with sacred things” (D&C 6:7). In other words, that which is of
greatest value ought to be treasured and not treated lightly or carelessly. Likewise, to be sacred
means to have an attribution of holiness, provoking extraordinary reverence, or to be deserving
of the utmost respect. For example, a religious shrine or temple may be considered sacred to
those who worship there. A religious organization or denomination may consider the written
word of God or holy prophets to be sacred. To Church members, commitments made with God
are considered sacred covenants.
Further, the Lord may designate or command that certain things be respected, and
deemed sacred as in “Behold, thou hast a gift, and blessed art thou because of thy gift.
Remember it is sacred and cometh from above” (D&C 6:10); and, “Therefore, you cannot write
that which is sacred save it be given you from me” (D&C 9:9). Failure to treat so designated
items appropriately brings severe punishments from God. The Book of Mormon tells of a “great
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loss and slaughter” (Helaman 4:11) among the ancient inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere, in
part, because of their “making a mock of that which was sacred” (Helaman 4:12). Thus,
members of the Church place great priority on maintaining the sacredness of all that is so
designated.
Holy. To members of the Church, holiness is relative to proximity to God the Father and
His Son, Jesus Christ. It is degreed by its quality or state of purity. People and things may
become more refined and more like Deity; thus, becoming more holy. Specifically, holy is
defined as “sacred, having a godly character, or spiritually and morally pure. The opposite of
holy is common or profane” (Guide to the Scriptures). For Church members, holy and sacred are
considered synonymous (see Calvert, 2018 p. 8.).
Principles
Having defined the basic terminology of spirituality and character building, the
relationships between these concepts can be better understood. First, the composition of the
whole man is described. Then the importance of education is explained; not only for practical
purposes, but also for obligatory satisfaction of man’s existential purpose as it follows from
man’s relationship to God.
Man = body + spirit. As mentioned earlier, the Church teaches that human beings have
two major components, a body and a spirit. After death, mortal remains are lifeless without the
spirit. And the spirit without the body is undesirable as described in Church scripture: “For the
dead had looked upon the long absence [as they await the reuniting of their bodies at the
Resurrection] of their spirits from their bodies as a bondage” (D&C 138:50). The Church
teaches that one of the primary purposes of this life is to gain physical and spiritual experiences
available only to those who have mortal bodies. Thus, to focus on only one is, as Palmer put it,
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to see with only “the mind’s eye” or with the “heart’s eye” and incomplete (1983, p. xi).
Likewise, learning of one—either body or spirit—without the other, is also incomplete and
inadequate.
President Gordon B. Hinckley, 15th president of the Church, stressed the duality of a
complete education in this way, “There is need for another education, without which the
substance of secular learning may lead only to destruction. I refer to the education of the heart, of
the conscience, of the character, of the spirit—these indefinable aspects of our personalities
which determine so certainly what we are and what we do in our relationships one with another”
(2007, p. 5). It is essential to educate both the body and the spirit, the mind and the heart.
Together these define the whole individual and it is important to educate the entire person.
Practical (secular) education is important. Early in the establishment of the Church,
the founding prophet, Joseph Smith, received a revelation that included the following, “And as
all have not faith, seek ye diligently and teach one another words of wisdom; yea, seek ye out of
the best books words of wisdom; seek learning, even by study and also by faith” (D&C 88:118).
Education has always been stressed in the Church. Within three years of the Church’s
beginning, a school was organized. Since then, schools have been established and education
stressed in nearly every location where church members have gathered, both in the United States
and internationally.
Hinckley (2001) told the youth of the Church:
“You are moving into the most competitive age the world has ever known. All around
you is competition. You need all the education you can get. Sacrifice a car; sacrifice
anything that is needed to be sacrificed to qualify yourselves to do the work of the world.
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That world will in large measure pay you what it thinks you are worth, and your worth
will increase as you gain education and proficiency in your chosen field. (2001, p.2)
More recently, Dallin H. Oaks, former Utah Supreme Court Justice and 8th president of BYU,
reiterated this imperative, “We believe in education, and we have a philosophy about how and
why we should pursue it. Our religious faith teaches us that we should seek learning by the Spirit
and that we have a stewardship to use our knowledge for the benefit of mankind. . . . Education
is mandatory to personal security and well-being” (Oaks & Oaks, 2009, p. 22, 24).
Learning is sacred. In addition to being practical, members of the Church believe that
learning is a responsibility. It is sacred. Oaks referred to the inauguration of a new president of
Brigham Young University in 1946 by quoting J. Reuben Clark (then a member of the First
Presidency of the Church), “‘He who invades the domain of knowledge must approach it as
Moses came to the burning bush; he stands on holy ground; he would acquire things sacred. We
must come to this quest of truth—in all regions of human knowledge whatsoever, not only in
reverence, but with a spirit of worship’” (Oaks & Oaks, 2009, p. 22). In addition, the
relationship between education and religion is clear. “Education is a gift from God; it is a
cornerstone of our religion when we use it to benefit others” (Oaks & Oaks, 2009, p. 27).
Church scripture states, “It is impossible for a man to be saved in ignorance” (D&C 131:6).
Relationship with deity. An important element of spirituality is an individual’s
relationship to deity. A fundamental tenant of Church doctrine is that “All human beings—male
and female—are created in the image of God. Each is a beloved spirit son or daughter of
heavenly parents, and, as such, each has a divine nature and destiny” (Hinckley, 1995, p. 102).
Further, the same document continues, “Sacred ordinances and covenants available in holy
temples make it possible for individuals to return to the presence of God.” In other words,
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people are children of God and the purpose of living on this earth is to learn all we can to
become more like Him.
Scripture in the Church makes it clear that learning is an imperative; and describes the
breadth of knowledge to be acquired:
Teach ye diligently and my grace shall attend you, that you may be instructed
more perfectly in theory, in principle, in doctrine, in the law of the gospel, in all
things that pertain unto the kingdom of God, that are expedient for you to
understand; Of things both in heaven and in the earth, and under the earth; things
which have been, things which are, things which must shortly come to pass;
things which are at home, things which are abroad; the wars and the perplexities
of the nations, and the judgments which are on the land; and a knowledge also of
countries and of kingdoms. (D&C 88:77–79)
If men are to become like Father in Heaven, they must receive of His glory; and, the
glory of God is understood to be “intelligence or in other words, light and truth” (D&C 93:36).
In addition, the Church teaches that if we are to receive a blessing (such as becoming like our
Father in Heaven), we must obey the laws associated with that blessing (D&C 130:20).
Sometimes this is described as the law of the harvest; we must invest and pay the price to derive
the desired results. This law underscores the importance of acquiring knowledge and seeking
truth, or in other words, learning. However, it also recognizes our dependence on God and His
grace in that process. A farmer’s work yields nothing without God’s gift of sunshine and water.
Discussion
With these definitions and principles as a foundation, the role of spirituality and
education can be analyzed and understood more completely. Three major ideas come from the
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reviewed literature and can be synthesized from both a Contemporary North American and the
BYU views. First, education of the whole person is superior to either the mind’s view or the
heart’s view taken separately; second, spirituality is individual; and third, relationships are
influential in the learning process. Each of these concepts is discussed below.
Educating the Whole Person
Besides being more complete, when spirituality is developed along with academic or
intellectual learning, the results are an enhanced individual with purpose, motivation, and
understanding beyond what is achieved by the mere acquisition of knowledge. If we are given
multiple tools with which to learn, could it possibly be optimal to use only one or two? Palmer
(1983) suggested that one can enhance the learning process by utilizing all of one’s capabilities:
Why assume that sensation and rationality are the only points of correspondence between
the human self and the world . . . when the human self is rich with other capacities—
intuition, empathy, emotion, and faith, to name but a few? (p. 52)
It follows that employing more capabilities would accomplish learning more quickly and/or more
effectively than utilizing a limited portion of one’s capacities.
One example of an improvement in spirituality, the simple enhancement of adding a
grateful attitude to a student’s character, shows how this principle works. In a recent study,
Wilson (2016) reported that "analysis of the data revealed that students who received reminders
to practice gratitude toward learning and then intentionally practiced gratitude self-reported an
increase in their level of gratitude, their ability to focus during class, and their ability to remain
resilient when learning felt more challenging" (p. 5).
Another example of the synergy of wholesighted education was found by studying the
impact of service learning (experiential benefits of participation in structured humanitarian work)
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on spiritual development. Barrett (2016) reported, "The results of [her] study, in combination
with prior studies finding a significant relationship between service learning and spiritual
development, make a particularly strong case for the institutionalization of service learning
within Catholic colleges and universities" (p. 134).
Spirituality and Character Development are Individual Experiences
One cannot learn for another person. Everyone must invest his/her own energy and time
to acquire new skills, develop greater knowledge, or comprehend additional capacity to solve
problems. Similarly, spirituality is inherently individual. Russell M. Nelson (2018), current
president of the Church, stated, “We are each responsible for our individual spiritual growth” (p.
8). Each person must develop his/her own belief, trust, unselfishness, generosity, integrity, and–
in short–his/her own spirituality and character. Just as agency plays a role in choosing to learn,
an individual must choose to develop or neglect his/her moral virtues and capacities. One cannot
proxy for another’s spiritual development.
Besides spiritual and character development being individual in nature, they are also
experiential. Spirituality is felt, enjoyed, and experienced on an individual basis. A teacher,
mentor, or friend can describe what it is like; but, ultimately, the individual student must
experiment on his or her own to receive the desired growth. Conversely, the absence of
spirituality is also experienced person by person.
This does not mean that others cannot affect these types of development, or lack thereof.
People can have a profound influence over another’s learning and development, especially
through example, sharing, and teaching. People can also be the means of motivating one to do
what is necessary to reap the benefits. This study was undertaken precisely to determine what
actions online instructors can take to more effectively motivate students to develop character and
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strengthen spirituality. However, at the same time, I am seeking to identify those actions
students can take during online instruction to grow in spirit and character.
The individuality of this development is exemplified in Wilson’s study (2016); she
reported on the result of practicing gratitude as recommended in Kerry Howell’s book, Gratitude
in Education, (2012). She concluded, "When students enter class with a spirit of complaint, this
attitude limits their ability to think, concentrate, integrate information, or see value in learning. In
contrast, when students enter class with an attitude of gratitude, they are more engaged, focused,
and motivated to exert effort toward learning" (p. 4). Thus, students’ attitudes, and in this case
specifically their level of gratitude, influenced their ability to learn. Similarly, the teacher’s
attitude influences learning performance. Akaranga & Cheben Simiyu (2016) reported that
“Teachers’ and students’ attitudes towards [the subject matter] constituted the main factors that
led to the decline of student performance. This led to a decline in the moral and spiritual
development of students” (p. 130).
Relationships Matter
Relationships are influential in the holistic educational process, both between the learner
and the Infinite as well as between the learner and teacher. Whether it be God, a Father in
Heaven, or another concept of a supreme being, a student with a clear perception of his potential
and position within that relationship will be more teachable and eager to learn, unfettered by
pride and arrogance. In addition, a student’s motivation to learn is accentuated if he is led by
multiple incentives as alluded to in the discussion of the BYU View.
BYU students should not only view learning to progress economically and socially, but
also as a sacred responsibility before Father in Heaven. Further, it is part of a quest of a lifetime
that will enable each individual to acquire His characteristics and reach his or her eternal
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potential. Ideally, learners should be motivated not only by present practicalities, but by being
heirs to incredible, even infinite, inheritances in the life to come; they learn that “whatever
principle of intelligence we attain unto in this life, it will rise with us in the resurrection. And if
a person gains more knowledge and intelligence in this life through his diligence and obedience
than another, he will have so much the advantage in the world to come” (D&C 130:18-19).
The relationship between the student and teacher is obviously influential in the outcome
of their interactions, especially the success of instruction and learning. Based on his research,
Horan (2017) concluded that "Relationships between students and mentors are perceived as the
most effective means to bolster spiritual formation in millennials" (p., 67). Coria-Navia,
Overstreet & Thayer (2017) reached a similar conclusion related to student engagement, stating
"Meaningful teacher–student relationships play a significant role in student engagement and
success" (p. 127). However, student engagement is not readily defined or easily measured, much
less, standardized to the point of being able to compare results between studies (see Henrie,
2016, p. 6-7). For the purposes of this study, instructor-learner interaction is characterized in
accordance with the methods proposed by Dennen et al. (2007). Her framework focused on the
perceptions of students by focusing on their satisfaction with their online experience and their
performance in a course.
The relationship between students and their community of learning is also influential. In
her study, Dennen et al. (2007) concluded that “interactions that maintain whole-class presence
and communication seem to be valued by students over those that meet isolated individual
needs” (p. 77). It appears that there is a distinct place for a learning community, even at the
expense of some individual attention. Students evidently value the security of feeling that they
are part of a safe group of learners and not always singled out.
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Further, Shea, Li & Pickett (2006) showed in a study of “a large and diverse sample of
more than 1000 college students” that as a result of the instructors’ direct involvement in their
learning processes, the “online faculty were able to effectively design instruction and facilitate
productive discourse such that a sense of connectedness and learning was established—a level of
‘learning community’ that compared favorably to that established in classrooms” (p. 185-186).
In other words, it is possible to overcome the “transactional distance” of online learning if the
learning community is established and reinforced by instructors’ “teaching presence” (Shea et
al., 2006, p. 184).
Conclusions
The foregoing definitions are summarized in Table 1. The literature related to spirituality
and education posits at least three main concepts in the context of the definitions of a
Contemporary North American view and even more explicitly in context of the BYU view
definitions. These are, first, that education is incomplete and inadequate unless it includes both
the inner and the outer dimensions of an individual’s soul. The inclusion of both facets
encourages and enhances the other in synergistic ways.
Second, spiritual and character development are dependent primarily upon the individual.
Much like the acquisition of greater muscular strength, athletes must invest effort on their own;
their coaches cannot build muscle mass for them. Of course, coaches can encourage, model, and
motivate as influencers for the benefit of the apprentice or student. (See Table 2 for a summary
of the propositions and principles that underly and support these concepts.)
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Table 1
Definitions of the Two Views Compared
Term
Religiosity/Soul
Spirituality

A Contemporary North
American View
Religious practice and behaviors
Meaning associated with what is
learned; purpose in life; and
relationship with a higher power
and other people

BYU View
The spirit and the body
The quality of the ethereal nature of
man’s soul; acquisition of God-like
traits (e.g., love, self-sacrificing,
charity, unselfishness, mercy, and
compassion)

Character

Cultivating social norms; ethically
employing one's knowledge

Moral values manifest in one's
behavior

Sacred

Associations of deep meaning with
respect to relationships and
everyday activities

An attribution of holiness,
provoking extraordinary reverence,
or deserving of the utmost respect

Holy

Recognizing one’s lowly status
while sustaining an appreciation of
the enormity and position of the
higher power

Relative to proximity to God the
Father and His Son, Jesus Christ;
sacred, having a godly character, or
spiritually and morally pure

Third, a student’s motivation, satisfaction, and performance with learning (face-to-face
and online) is influenced by relationships. These include a relationship with and belief in a
supreme power, deity, Heavenly Father, or God. This includes the practicality of, responsibility
for, and sense of the sacred nature of education inherent in a student’s moral belief system. It
also includes relationships with one’s instructor, the respect and rapport established between the
teacher and learner; and relationships with others in the learning community, be it siblings,
classmates, or cohorts.
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Table 2
Propositions / Principles of the Two Views Compared
A Contemporary North American View

BYU View

Complete learning must include both
outer and inner development

Man = body + spirit

Learning is rooted in experience

Practical (Secular) Education is
Important

Spirituality adds meaning to education

Beyond practical: learning is
sacred
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ARTICLE 1: APPENDIX A
Articles Analysis Spreadsheet
(page 1 of 6)

Author

Akaranga

Title

Determinants of Secondary School
Learners Performance in Christian
Religious Education in Lelan Sub
County, Kenya

Assessing Students’ Spiritual and
Religious Qualities
Astin

See also the book, by the same
authors
ALSO look into:

Berrett

Dimensions of Spirituality Fostered
through the PULSE Program for
Service Learning

Beckwith

Sexual Attitudes of College
Students: The Impact of Religiosity
and Spirituality

Bobilya

Chess

Notes
Teacher and student attitudes toward the subject (Christian Religious Eduction) affected performance and led to a decline.
"This made Christian Religious Education (CRE) optional in Forms three and four, besides the introduction of SEE as an
examinable subject with Christian Religious Education in KCSE. This influenced students’ and teachers’ attitudes towards the
position of Christian Religious Education (CRE) in the secondary school curriculum. Teachers’ and students’ attitude towards
Christian Religious Education (CRE) and the introduction of SEE constituted the main factors that led to the decline of students
performance in Christian Religious Education (CRE) This led to a decline in the moral and spiritual development of students."
(p. 130)
“ 'spiritual development' is defined in very broad terms: How students make meaning of their education and their lives, how
they develop a sense of purpose, the value and belief dilemmas they experience, as well as the role of religion, the sacred, and
the mystical in their lives. Spirituality also involves aspects of our students’ experience that are not easy to define, such as
intuition, inspiration, creativity, and their sense of connectedness to others and the world." (p. 40)
differentiated between spiritual development and "religiousness"
Three measures of spirituality: Spiritual Identification, Spiritual Quest, and Equanimity
["Spiritually Related Qualities" = Character ???]
"To ignore the spiritual side of students' and faculty's lives is to encourage a kind of fragmentation and a lack of authenticity,
where students and faculty act as if they are not spiritual beings, or as if their spiritual side is irrelevant to their vocation or
work." (Astin et al., 2011, p. 7).
“spirituality was conceptualized by
a) being engaged in a dynamic process of inner reflection to better understand oneself and the meaning of and purpose of
one's life;
b) belief in the interconnectedness of humanity and a related desire to be of service to others;
c) living one's personal philosophy of life with authenticity and integrity; and
d) seeking a connection/relationship with a higher power" (p. 118).
"it appears that spirituality can be associated with a wide variety of practices and/or situations without being confined to a single institution or belief system." Pargament and Mahoney (2002)
The Spiritual Involvement and Beliefs Scale (SIBS) - Revised is a 22-item scale that was developed by Hatch (personal
communication, Hatch, (2002)
"Higher education has for far too long encouraged the development of fragmented and inauthentic lives by ignoring the 'inner'
development of values and beliefs, emotional maturity, moral development, spirituality, and self-understanding (Chickering,
Dalton, & Stamm, 2006) p.302

Outcomes of a Spiritually Focused Hitzhusen (2004) states the following:
Wilderness Orientation Program In this general sense, spirituality is sometimes understood as the far end of the affective domain, or perhaps as a domain unto
itself (the spiritual domain). It can involve transcendence, ineffahility, mystery, feelings "deep in one's soul," beauty, goodness,
contemplation, a sense of inspiration or renewal, encounter with sublime natural settings, and intuition of the divine; it is often
characterized by a sense of awe, unity, personal balance, or inner peace, (p. 41)
The Use of Contemplative Pedagogy "Deep listening and Self Inquiry: these practices can help students strengthen their ability to direct and sustain their attention
in The Holocaust and the Arts
on an object of inquiry."

Cause &
Effects

Definitions
Case Study
& Scales

X

X

Year

2016

12 new
measures
2011

X

Other

See their
book and
other
references

X-

spirituality
as dynamic
process

X

spirituality,
religiosity

2016

2005

SIBS

X
2011

X

2013

X
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Author

Title

Notes

Cause &
Effects

Definitions
Case Study
& Scales

Year

Other

What influences faith and denominational loyalty?

Coria-Navia

The Influence of Spiritually-based
Learning Opportunities on Personal
Faith and Denominational Loyalty in
Seventh-Day Adventist Academies

- 50% of the participants acknowledged Adventist teachers as highly influential.
- Black (2006) found that as many as two-thirds of SDA youth stop attending church once they leave high school.
- He identified seven factors for a model that predicted continued church attendance: personal faith, father’s faith, mother’s
faith, church influences, friends’ faith, mentoring relationships, and home and family influences.

X; success factors:

engagement,
motivation, and
relationship between
student & teacher (i.e.,
- "The study is based on students’ perceptions, which have been shown to be reasonably reliable gauges of teacher effectiveness how the latter displays
attitude towards topic
and methods (Zepke, Leach, & Butler, 2014)."
& values)

X

2017

Mixed
Methods

2012

"Meaningful teacher–student relationships play a significant role in student engagement and success."
Crowe

de Souza

Transforming Environmental
Attitudes and Behaviours through
Eco-spirituality and Religion

The Complex Reasons for Missing
Spirituality

"Research has shown that incorporation of a spiritual element in education provides a way for students to have authentic
learning experiences and make meaning of the knowledge they acquire in the classroom." (p. 75)
(Also quotes Hitzhusen, 2006)
"begin by acknowledging the inability of the researchers to define spirituality. They then proceed to explain how spirituality is
being understood"

X; traditonal
and
contemporary

"As well, there are differences in the interpretation of the word sacred. In traditional terms, sacred is God- related and applies to
aspects of religious life such as prayer and liturgy, doctrine, texts, and/or music. In contemporary terms, experiences of deep
meaning and sentiment, particular relationships, or indeed, particular activities in the everyday may also be perceived as sacred."

2016

"This transactional distance between learners and instructors in a distance learning setting leads to psychological and
communications gaps"

Dennen

Firmin
Gambrell

Horan

Instructor-learner interaction in
online courses: The relative
perceived importance of particular
instructor actions on performance
and satisfaction

SPIRITUAL DYNAMICS INVOLVED
WITH OVERSEAS Student Teaching
Is Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
Enough? Toward Culturally “Real”evant Curriculum

Fostering Spiritual Formation of
Millennials in Christian Schools

Important implications for practice:
1. Maintain frequency of contact
2. Having regular presence in class discussion spaces.
3. Making expectations clear.

Instructor actions were
rated by students and
experts.

2007

X

"interactions that maintain whole-class presence and communication seem to be valued by students over those that meet
isolated individual needs."
Spiritual development: inside-out and outside-in

X

Added "culturally 'Real' and Responsive Pedagogy to Lingley's article; (see "Lingley, 2016," below ).

O

"spiritual formation, but it is most commonly defined as the life-long transformational self-analytic and relational process where
individuals become more like Christ through the Holy Spirit and Biblical guidance resulting in a relationship with God (Marrah &
Hall, 2011; Willard, 2002)." (p.56)
"Spiritual formation is increasingly recognized by policymakers, researchers, and psychologists as a significant component of
human development (Beck, 2003; Cartwright, 2001; Hill et al., 2000; Kerestes et al., 2004; King, 2003; King & Benson, 2005; Poll &
Smith, 2003)."
"Christian schools have a multi-faceted call to educate, minister, introduce Christian worldview, and facilitate spiritual formation
to prepare youth for a adulthood that is based upon the Bible—these, in concert, make Christian education distinctive (Banke et
al., 2012; Dean, 2010; Franklin, 2009; Gaebelein, 1968; Holmes, 1987; Pazmino, 2010; Smitherman, 2009; Ward, 1998)." (p 62)
"Relationships between students and mentors are perceived as the most effec- tive means to bolster spiritual formation in
millennials." (p 67)

X

2009

O

2017

X;
Qualitative
& Mixed
Methods

2017

X
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Articles Spreadsheet (page 3 of 6).
Author

Hilton

Title

Teaching with Spiritual Impact

Notes
"Achieving this desired balance between the factual/conceptual and the religious/spiritual – the scholarly and the devotional,
or the mind and the heart – is not easily achieved and often results in an inherent tension." p 345)
Discussion:
- Intellectually Enlightening Courses Versus Ineffective Class Time
- Applying Religion to Life
- Explicit Mention of the Spirit
- Teacher has Positive Demeanor
- Poor Assessments
- Engaging Pedagogy

Cause &
Effects

Definitions
Case Study
& Scales

X

Year

2016

". . . a proper balance of intellectual enlightenment coupled with personal application and positive teacher interaction support
spiritual outcomes." (p 354)

Klein

Lindholm

"must be organized and clear in their course structure and lectures" (p 354)
"… classes pushed students to reflect more critically on their own strnogest feelings. It's the intellectual-emotional ping-pong
game that we call real learning." (p 26)
"Many entering college students also report that they are actively engaged in a spiritual quest; nearly half indicate that they
consider it “essential” or “very important” to seek opportunities to help themselves grow spiritually. In addition, three-fourths
Sprituality in the Academy:
say that they are searching for meaning and purpose in their lives, and similar numbers report having at least occasional
Reitegrating Our Lives and the Lives
discussions about the meaning of life with their friends." (p 120)
of Our Students
The Home of the Brave

2006

2007

www.spirituality.ucla.edu and the book, "Cultivating the Spirit: How College Can Enhance Students' Inner Lives"
"Spirituality has been identified as an important component of democratic education by influential scholars such as Dewey,
Freire, Hooks, and Noddings." (p 1)
"Note that even though some conceptualize part of spiritual growth as a state of surrender or an acceptance of a difficulty, the
process of spiritual growth is not characterized by contemporary psychologists as passive compliance. This characteristic of
spiritual development is one of the factors distinguishing it from religiosity (Feldman, 2008; Hamilton & Jackson, 1998; King &
Roeser, 2009)." (p 3)

Lingley

Democratic Foundations for
Spiritually Responsive Pedagogy

"I define spiritual development as a multidimensional process encompassing the evolution of many dynamics: a disposition of
genuine or authentic inquiry; an engagement in a search for purpose and meaning; an orientation of faith in regards to
something larger than or beyond oneself; a capacity for self- aware consciousness; an interest in ethical relations and
behaviors; and the experiences of awe, love, wonder, and transcendence; an interest in ethical or moral commitments; and a
disposition of wonder and inquiry." (p 7)
". . . contemporary understandings indicate that spirituality is not reserved for the few who belong to religious traditions.
Instead, it is recognized as a shared, innate human trait (Hay, 2006) which is as essential to the wholeness of being as
intellectual, physical and emotional attributes." (p 2)
"Spiritually responsive pedagogy principles are, in summary:
1) A teacher’s knowledge of spiritual development should reflect an understanding of the complex alchemy among spirituality,
cognition, physical maturity, emotion, and social contexts.
2) The integration of curriculum, instruction, and assess- ment that is invitational of spiritual ways of knowing and supports
positive developmental trajectories for healthy spiritual growth.
3) Acknowledgement of spirituality as part of the teaching and learning process.
4) Being spiritually responsive as a democratic teacher calls for differentiation and inclusion informed by a critical spiri- tual
paradigm that holds space for a diversity of spiritual perspectives." (p )

X

2016

Other
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Author

Title

Notes

Cause &
Effects

Definitions
Case Study
& Scales

Year

Other

"Spirituality is a fundamental. everyday life process involving a joy of living. sacrifice and love for others, and a connection to
self, others, nature, and to a larger meaning or purpose." (p 170)

Lodewyk

"Daly (2004) summarizes spirituality as ... an inner life offeelings (awe, appre- ciation. respect. and delight) and encom- passes
Enacting the Spiritual Dimension in a sense of the infinite and of powers and forces beyond human experience or control and gives life a meaning and purpose ...
It means having a proper balance between onc's outer and inner world and is a search for quality and unity in life. (p. 215)"
Phys. Ed.

X

2009

"Anderson's(2007) admission: 'We do not profess to having found any absolute meanings of spirituality and what it means to
live a spiritual life, rather, what is presented here are some ofthe signposts for a journey we might venture to; understanding
more about spirituality as an integral part ofthe teaching and learning process' (p. 14)." (p 172)
Miller, D
Miller, L.
Noddings

Podger

Spiritually Responsive Education
"A Montessori guide’s relationship to infants and toddlers is strikingly different from a teacher’s relationship to more mature
and Care - Nuturing Infants &
learners."
Toddlers in a Changing Society
Continuing Professional Education:
Spirituality ==> reflective/reflection activities
A Spiritually Based Program
High Morale in a Good Cause

A whole-person approach to
educating for sustainability

"Some days, our aim is not to produce specific learning, but to inspire."

"Mustakova-Possardt’s empirical research reveals motivational development
throughout the lifespan as an interaction of four discreet and highly intertwined dimensions. Those are:
(1) sense ofidentity – what are the foundational elements in one’s sense ofwhoone is;
(2) sources ofone’s sense ofauthority – who or what ultimately defines a person’s sense of what is right and important;
(3) sense of relatedness – who and what does a person experience themselves in relationship to; and
(4) meaning of life – the extent to which life’s purpose is understood self-referentially or in the context of a purpose greater
than the self (Frankl, 1962)." (p 342)
spiritually oriented approach to service-learning

O

O

2014

O

2000

X

2014

X

2010

X

36
Appendix A (continued)
Articles Spreadsheet (page 5 of 6).
Author
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Notes

Cause &
Effects

Definitions
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Year

"Spiritual education continues to be a part of the UK curriculum, enshrined within the Education Reform Act 1988 (Pt.1 Ch.1
2a)" (p 22)
"95, p. 92). It is this strength of that helps us to avoid the sense of futility and despair that oth attends experiences of
alienation, suffering and death." (p 23)
"More specifically Hand (2002, p. 398) suggests, the 'spirit' of an individual may be associated with qualities of character, being
honourable, decent, having sound motives, and good hearted-ness, generosity, pride and courage." (p 31)
"This stands in contrast to Hand's third conception that sees spiritual education as a specific process of induction into
particular forms of activity whose object is spiritual awareness, perhaps awareness of transcendent possibilities in human
consciousness. Such activities include the devotional and meditative through which the individual seeks fellowship and
communion in the form of a personal relation- ship with the divine." (p 31)
Radford

Passion and Intelligibility in Spiritual
"Thus, for Hand only 'spiritual education' in the second s is, as a process of social education in those qualities that are with
Education
being of good spirit, can reasonably be the task of school. All the others involve reference to some form o belief or belief in a
divine being, and the non-faith based a duty of impartiality with respect to recognition of the divine." (p. 33)

2007

Spiritual education, it might be argued, is central in our under- standing of the nature of human self consciousness, our ability
to reflect on our own being, our behaviour, and our lives in the context of the lives of others and in relation to the larger
environment of which we find ourselves a part. It addresses the search, to which many are vulnerable, for order and meaning
in our being that transcends the common and mundane. Furthermore, spiritual education helps pupils to discern between
different ways in which these fundamental questions have been addressed, to evaluate and to make choices in relation to
religious and non-religious responses that are a part of our cultural experience. (p 35)
Why is spirituality marginalized in the academy?

Shahjahan

Spirituality in the academy:
reclaiming from the margins and
evoking a transformative way of
knowing the world

"As academics we need to be aware that spirituality is not a part- time thing but rather it is something that penetrates who we
are. To have a spiritual way of knowing, we need to constantly work on ourselves to maintain our life in the spirit, during the
process of knowledge production. But I raise this point to highlight the point that our spiritual worldview should permeate
everything we do, which it does, but we forget and need to reclaim and remember that. In addition, academics need to ask
themselves what it is that will allow them to live a life of the spirit. It might be their music, their religion, their community, their
bodies and so on, which they need to reconnect to in order to project their spirituality. Living a life of the spirit is a very
important transformation that is required by academics in order to have a spiritual way of knowing." (p. 698)

2005

Other
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Year

"Particularly in the Catholic school, but throughout the world of education, attention to students' souls and the indwelling of
the divine in their souls is essential to the educative process, particularly when wishing to teach to the whole child." (p 510)

Shimabukuro

Toward a Pedagogy Grounded in
Christian Spirituality

2008

"A teacher's instructional practices will either advance or impede the creation of a classroom environment that can evolve into X; Analysis of the data
a sacred learning space." (p 516)
revealed that students
Thirteen Best Practice Principles of Effective Teaching and Learning: Student - Centered; Cognitive, and Social
who received reminders
to practice gratitude
toward learning and then
intentionally practiced
gratitude self-reported an
increase in their level of
gratitude, their ability to
focus during class, and
their ability to remain
resilient when learning
felt more challenging.
"Typically included in the mission statement of Catholic colleges and universities is the concept of fostering holistic student
development. Not only is there an emphasis on intellectual development, but Catholic higher education institutions also strive
to foster personal growth, emotional growth, social growth, and spiritual growth during the undergraduate years" (p 114)
"Based upon a review of the literature, spirituality was conceptualized as
a) being engaged in a dynamic process of inner reflectionto better understand oneself and the meaning oand purpose of one's
Dimensions of Spirituality Fostered life;
b) belief in the interconnectedness of humanity and a related desire to be of service to others;
Sterk Barrett through the PULSE Program for
c) living one's personal philosophy of life with authenticity and integrity; and
Service Learning
d) seeking a connection/relationship with a higher power." (p 118)

X

2016

"The results of this study, in combination with prior studies finding a significant relationship between service learning and
spiritual development, make a particularly strong case for the institutionalization of service learning within Catholic colleges
and universities." (p 134)
Thayer- Bacon

Wilson

Teaching Spirituality as Ontology in "I (Thayer- Bacon, 2003, 2008, 2013, 2017) argue that our public schools already teach about spirituality/ontology, that it is
Public Schools
impossible not to do so, and that we have never separated church and state." ( p 3)
"When students enter class with a spirit of complaint, this attitude limits their ability to think, concentrate, integrate
information, or see value in learning. In contrast, when students enter class with an attitude of gratitude, they are more
Brightening the Mind: The Impact of engaged, focused, and motivated to exert effort toward learning." (p 4)
Practicing Gratitude on Focus and
"Analysis of the data revealed that students who received reminders to practice gratitude toward learning and then
Resilience in Learning
intentionally practiced gratitude self-reported an increase in their level of gratitude, their ability to focus during class, and their
ability to remain resilient when learning felt more challenging." (p 5)

2017

2016

Other
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ARTICLE 1: APPENDIX B
Foundation Documents for Aims of a BYU Education
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•

Foreword
History of the Academy
o Karl G. Maeser
Inaugural Address
o Franklin S. Harris
The Church University
o David O. McKay
The Charted Course of the Church in Education
o J. Reuben Clark Jr.
The Calling of BYU
o Ernest L. Wilkinson
Climbing the Hills Just Ahead: Three Addresses
o I. Education for Eternity
o II. Second-Century Address
o III. Installation of and Charge to the President
o Spencer W. Kimball
An Eternal Quest — Freedom of the Mind
o Hugh B. Brown
Installation of and Charge to the President
o Harold B. Lee
Academic Responsibility
o Robert K. Thomas
A House of Faith
o Dallin H. Oaks
By Study and Also by Faith
o Rex E. Lee
A School in Zion
o Jeffrey R. Holland
Spiritual Orientation: Three Addresses
o I. The Edge of the Light
o II. "I Say unto You, Be One"
o III. The Snow-White Birds
o Boyd K. Packer
Discipleship and Scholarship
o Neal A. Maxwell
Our Sacred Trust: Two Addresses
o I. Trust and Accountability
o II. What the Church Expects of Each of Us
o Gordon B. Hinckley
The Dream Is Ours to Fulfill
o Bruce C. Hafen
Learning in Zion: Two Addresses
o I. Secular Learning in a Spiritual Environment
o II. A Zion University
o Merrill J. Bateman

(from BYU Aims website, https://aims.byu.edu/foundation-documents, accessed 13 April 2019.)
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ARTICLE 1: APPENDIX C
Research by the Faith & Learning Initiative
MS Thesis: Authentic Purposeful Design Within Moral Spaces of Teaching at BYU (Ferrin, 2018)
Teaching That Influences Student Character Development: A Preliminary Investigation (Ferrin, Wilkins,
& Johnson, 2017)
Spiritually Strengthening and Intellectually Enlarging Professors: Four Questions Students Ask (Birch &
Wilkins, 2018)
PhD Dissertation: An Assessment of the Effects of Spiritual and Relational Teaching on Student
Learning (Hiatt, 2016)
What Distinguishes Most from Least Effective Faculty in Spiritually and Intellectually Strengthening?
(Wilkins & Dixon, 2016)
Is Good Teaching at BYU Unique? (Dixon & Wilkins, 2016)
PhD Dissertation: Learning to Become: An Exploration of Transformative Faculty Development
(Wilkins, 2015)
What Students Don’t Like: Distinguishing Least from Most Successful Professors ... (Wilkins, Birch,
Riley, & Ferrin, 2013)
Spiritually Strengthening and Intellectually Enlarging Faculty: What Students Want (Wilkins & Birch,
2011)
Teaching by the Spirit - Faculty Perceptions (Arnesen & Birch, 2018)
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Additional Articles Spreadsheet

Author

Freeks

Hilton

Kaliannan

Lumpkin

Prentice
Schwartz

Title

Notes

The influence of role-players on the
character-development and characterJ Arthur (ed). Citizens of character: New directions in character and values education. Charlottesville, VA, 2010 (Book)
building of South African college
students
Teaching with Spiritual Impact: An
Analysis of Student Comments
Top aspects indicated in student ratings were: Intelectually Enlightening Courses, Applying Relision to Life, Teacher has Positive
Regarding High- and Low-Rated
Demeanor, and Engaging Pedagogy.
Spirituality Inspiring Religion Classes
Education in human values (EHV):
Alternative approach for a holistic
teaching
". . . parents, teachers, and coaches must teach athletes what character is, what it looks like, and how to live lives based on
values (Lumpkin, 2009). That is, they must teach what it means to treat others honorably and act responsibility. Parents,
teachers, and coaches must model, show, and demonstrate what character is by setting examples (modeling character is far
more effective than is talking about it) (Alberts, 2003). Through modeling, they emphasize that effort, hard work, and
performing to the best of one’s ability are more important than winning (Thompson, 1995)."
Building Character through Sports Character is learned, with parents often the first teachers (Wooden & Tobin, 1972). To illustrate the importance he placed on
the role of parents, teachers, and coaches in teaching character, coach John Wooden stated: “A leader, particularly a teacher
or coach, has a most powerful influence on those he or she leads, perhaps more than anyone outside of the family. Therefore,
it is the obligation of that leader, teacher, or coach to treat such responsibility as a grace concern. I consider it a sacred trust:
helping to mold character, instill productive principles and values, and provide a positive example to those under my
supervision,” (Wooden & Jamison, 1997, p. 111).
Teaching Behavioral Ethics
"The development of virtue and moral character-those habits of mind, heart, and spirit that help young people to know,
desire, and do what is goodTHE TEMPLETON HONOR ROLL
has been considered a primary goal of educators for much of Westem history. In recent times, however, the emphasis on
developing the moral character of students has declined steadily in our colleges and universities."

Cause &
Effects

Definitions
& Scales

X

X

(from Austin)

Case Study

Year

X

2015

X

2016

X

2010

X

2011

X

2014
X

1997

Other

Evaluation of
one
programme
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ARTICLE 2
Spiritual and Character Development in Online Education from the Students’ Perspective

Frederick R. Hyatt
Dr. Peter J. Rich
Dr. Ross A. Larson
Dr. Bradley R. Wilcox

Brigham Young University

42
Abstract
Many institutions of higher education have religious roots, wherein spirituality and character
education can be taught in tandem with secular learning. As many of these institutions make the
move to distance learning, it may be important to understand how students experience spirituality
and character building through online learning. In this study, 1750 university students in 63
online courses were surveyed to identify the determinants of classroom success. Through
structural equation modeling analysis, a model emerged that suggests that instructor interaction
and integration of subject and life are the most influential predictors of the subfactors that make
up spirituality and character building. Students in this sample highly valued interaction with
their teachers. Furthermore, they were able to benefit from examples of how the course material
was meaningfully integrated with real life. The model also revealed 10 other predictors of these
two constructs. Surprisingly, sense of belonging, clear instructor communication, learning
strategies, and higher order learning were found to not be statistically significant predictors of
spirituality and character building in online courses. We discuss the different factors considering
current online learning practices and how we might better promote spirituality and character
building at a distance.
Keywords: religious factors, ethics, electronic learning, active learning, teacher student
relationship
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Spiritual and Character Development in Online Education from the Students’ Perspective
Parker J. Palmer published his seminal work, To Know As We Are Known, in 1983, which
focused on the importance of including spiritual development along with academic learning.
Since then, there has been an increased interest in the relationship between spirituality and
education. Palmer asserted that the two are intertwined and to focus on one without the other
was only partial education. “Many of us live one-eyed lives . . . . With the mind’s eye we see a
world of fact and reason.” The other is the “eye of the heart . . . . We need ‘wholesight,’ a vision
of the world in which our mind and heart unite ‘as my two eyes make one in sight’” (Palmer,
1983, p. xi).
As technology has become nearly ubiquitous in universities and distance education has
emerged, even less has been studied about spirituality in online education. Yet, Astin, Astin, and
Lindolm (2011) noted the following,
Despite the extraordinary amount of research that has been done on the development of
college students . . . —more than five thousand studies in the past four decades—very
little systematic study has been done on students’ spiritual development. (p.1)
Many studies have concluded that online education can be as effective as traditional coursework.
(See DETA Research website: No Significant Difference; Means, Toyama, Murphy & Baki,
2013; Nguyen, 2015; Russell, 2001.) Nevertheless, the physical separation between students and
instructors presents special challenges for academic learning as well as spiritual development. In
order to maximize the value of online learning, it is important to recognize how spiritual and
character building can be effectively accomplished in online courses. This study explored this
question. Specifically, we asked how students participating in online courses at a religious
institution of higher education saw their experiences as being spiritual strengthening and
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character building through their courses and sought to determine factors that might predict
students’ experience in these areas.
Literature Review
Lingley (2016) provided a definition of spirituality as a complex combination of several
ingredients: an attitude toward inquiry; search for life’s purpose and meaning; faith in something
or someone beyond oneself; self-awareness; commitment to ethics; and, experiences such as
awe, love, and wonder (see p. 7). It involves difficult-to-define aspects of a student’s life, such
as, “intuition, inspiration creativity and their sense of connectedness to others and the world…as
well as the role of religion, the sacred, and the mystical in their lives” (Astin et al., 2011, p. 4).
Through spirituality, students deal with questions regarding life’s purpose and origin. Young
adults are especially keen on knowing the whys of what they experience. Their ethical behavior
is a function of their character development and motivation to be consistent with their perception
of what is right and moral. Barrett (2016) concluded “based on a review of literature” that
spirituality consisted of the following concepts:
1. being engaged in a dynamic process of inner reflection to better understand oneself and
the meaning of and purpose of one's life;
2. belief in the interconnectedness of humanity and a related desire to be of service to
others;
3. living one's personal philosophy of life with authenticity and integrity; and
4. seeking a connection/relationship with a higher power. (see p. 118)
Although the word spirituality tends to deal with the divine and the sacred, character
addresses how one ought to act in social situations and as a responsible citizen. In the Handbook
of Moral and Character Education, editors Nucci, Narvaez, and Krettenauer stated that “80% of
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states have mandates regarding character education” (2014, p.1). Further, they stated that the
“public expectation [is] that schools be places . . . for the formation of values such as honesty
(97%), respect for others (94%), democracy (93%), and respect for people of different races and
backgrounds (93%)” (p. 1). Considering this data, teaching character or strong moral ethics is an
essential part of our public education. It is not optional. It is a significant aspect of the expected
outcome of our educational systems, in addition to academic learning.
Complete Education
Theodore Roosevelt is quoted as saying, “To educate a man in mind and not in morals is
to educate a menace to society” (Nucci et al., 2014, p. 7). The term character building is
concerned with teaching morals. Modern thinking about character education has its roots in the
early 20th Century work of Jean Piaget and Emile Durkheim (see Snarey & Samuelson, 2008).
Lawrence Kohlberg (1977) built his frameworks for character education on the work of these
two pioneers. Arthur (2014) clarified that “character is an inclusive term for the individual as a
whole” (p. 53). It includes moral values; however, he pointed out that many teachers are wary of
teaching morals in school, rather leaving this to parents and faith communities (see p. 54).
Determining what constitutes good morals and bad morals appears to be the issue. He added,
“since character refers to that combination of rational and acquired factors which distinguish one
individual from another it is clear that certain aspects of character building are beyond the realm
of measurement” (p. 58). Thus, although developing character is important, it can be difficult to
measure.
In addition, Berkowitz and Bier (2014) defined character as “the set of psychological
characteristics that motivate and enable an individual to function as a competent moral agent” (p.
250). They illustrated this view with a few examples, such as doing “the right thing,” like telling
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the truth, not cheating, or stealing, and reaching out to help another student. These definitions
demonstrate that character building includes cultivating the social norms and values within a
person that enable him or her to employ knowledge ethically without infringing on another
individual’s life and opportunities.
Palmer (1983) argued that to have academic learning without spirituality was like
monovision, “seeing with only one eye” (p. xi). More recently, Marian de Souza wrote, “that
education should not confine itself to teaching approaches that aim to promote the intellectual
capacity of the individual alone but should be inclusive of his/her emotional and spiritual
capabilities as well” (2009, p. 688). Further, research at the faculty center of a large private
university indicated that although causality is unknown, learning and spirituality growth are
complementary and do not detract from one another (see Wilkins & Birch, 2011, p. 1).
Astin et al. asserted that there is “a surge of interest in the topic of spirituality among
some scholars and practitioners in higher education” citing four contemporary studies (2011, p.
2). While the literature demonstrates that spirituality has found its way back into traditional
education, very little research has focused on the intersection of character development in online
education. Spirituality and character development are intertwined and complementary. The
development of one influences the direction of the other. The purpose of this study was to better
understand students’ identification and perception of spiritually strengthening and characterbuilding experiences in their nonreligious online courses.
Research Questions
Specifically, we asked the following questions about college students’ experiences in
their academic online courses:
1. How do online students experience spiritually strengthening in their coursework?
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2. Which online course practices lead to character building experiences?
3. Is there a theoretical and empirical model that can predict the relationship between
online course practices, students’ spirituality, and character building?
Methods
The data for this study were originally collected as part of a larger study to identify
determinants of classroom success (DCSS) at a large private, religious university in the
Mountain West region of the United States. Three professors (Alex Jensen, Robb Jensen, and
Alan Wilkins) prepared the questionnaire, collected the data, and compiled the codebook of data
(Jensen, Jensen & Wilkins, 2018). The study consisted of two instruments: a student survey with
298 items and a faculty survey with 54 items. Data were collected over five different
semesters/terms for a year and half of classes. The final sample included 7,655 reports from
6,769 different students (since some students took multiple classes), representing 123 different
classes taught by 106 different faculty members. The data included both face-to-face (F2F) and
online courses. This study focused only on the 64 online courses and particularly on the
determinants of the successful accomplishment related to spirituality and character building.
Participants
Students (N=1742) between the ages of 17 and 31, both male and female, married and
single, participated in the study as part of their coursework. The students taking the survey were
daytime matriculated college students. In some cases, they were offered extra credit to complete
the student questionnaire and in other cases they were incentivized by being offered to have their
names added to a drawing for bookstore gift cards in denominations of $20 and $100. Questions
asked of students about their demographics dealt with their being native English speakers (or
not); serving as full-time volunteer missionaries (or not); number of parents and siblings who
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attended or are attending college; basic financial condition and number of parents in the home
growing up. Questions on ethnicity were not included in the questionnaire.
Appendix A shows some of the exogenous variables collected in the DCSS and provides
a view into the student population involved. Approximately 70% were single. Nearly 95% were
native English speakers. Only 8% grew up in a single parent household for a significant portion
of their childhoods.
Design of Study
Data were gathered from F2F and online courses based on responses to a questionnaire
that was predominately 7-choice Likert scale items. Questions were divided into 19 sections.
Each topical section for students contained between four and 35 items, totaling 298 questions.
The largest section consisted of 35 items dealing with the four educational aims of the university
to provide an education that is seen as including life-long learning and service, and being
spiritually strengthening and character building; the smallest (4 items) dealt with student effort in
the course.
Data Collection
Data collection was completed primarily by three professors who initiated the research to
identify characteristics of courses across the university that led to student success. They also
provided the basis for the constructs or categories of variables and removed identifiers of
individuals and courses involved, making the data anonymous. To look specifically at student
experiences with spirituality and character building in online courses, we categorized the survey
items, selected the variables, and formulated the constructs from the available survey items post
hoc.
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Besides demographics, the original data set contains 18 sections dealing with a wide
range of student characteristics from personality and self-efficacy to anxiety and depression to
perceived learning and grades. In this study we chose to focus on two areas: 1) student
engagement and 2) teaching, social and cognitive presence as they related to the university’s
declared aims.
Variables of Interest
We hypothesized that favorable social, cognitive, and teaching presence as well as the
level of student engagement would determine success in online courses along with other student
and faculty actions. The theoretical preliminary relationship between these variables and the
constructs spirituality and character building are shown in proposed model below (Figures 1 –
4).
Analytical Strategy
We used three stages of statistical analysis for this research, (1) data collection, (2)
“psychometric evaluation of measures and construct validation” (Harrington, 2009, p. 3), and (3)
“assessing the quality of measurement and examination of causal relationships among
constructs” (Wang & Wang, 2012, p. 1). In order to study the validity of the measures and model
describing the data, a series of confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) were performed. In cases
where the CFA did not provide sufficient results, exploratory factor analyses (EFA) were
performed to guide the selection of appropriate variables. Then, those determinants which most
predicted spiritual and character development were identified through structural equation
modeling (SEM) techniques. SEM allowed us to then use the resulting model for predicting
relationships and to explain the causal relations between determinants.
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Before proceeding with a discussion of the analyses, it is useful to state the assumptions
related to the nature of the data and describe how these assumptions were checked. We used two
software tools, IBM SPSS Statistics 25®and Mplus Editor 8®, in these analyses.
Data Assumptions
Assumptions of CFA and SEM that required testing (and verification) included the
following: (a) linearity, (b) outliers, (c) independence, (d) equality of variance, (e) sample size,
and (f) a lack of multicollinearity of independent variables in the structural part of the SEM.
These were verified by examining the histograms, covariance and correlation matrices, and
residual plots, of the data. Each of the assumptions is detailed below.
Variable scales/linearity. Most of the items of the questionnaire utilized seven-point
Likert scales. The data were examined for coverage across the response categories. Therefore,
the data obtained were assumed to be both linear and continuous for purposes of this analysis.
This ensured that the parameter estimates were less biased (see Bandalos, 2018, p. 389).
Outliers. The data were screened for outliers by looking at the Cook’s Distance, a
measure of the influence of each data point on the outcome variables; the larger the distance, the
larger the point’s impact on the outcome or predicted variable. (See Appendix B. Cook’s
Distance for the four Independent Variables.) The values gradually tapered off and they were
relatively small, without major increases or gaps. Therefore, we did not find any outliers that
needed to be excluded from the analyses or model determination.
Independence of observations. In the case of these data, the observations were not
entirely independent. There was potential for some overlap or nesting of response since some
students were in multiple courses and therefore provided multiple responses to the questionnaire.
Additionally, students were nested within classrooms which can cause a lack of independence.
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However, during the SEM analysis, we found that the data did not converge due to the
complexity of the model when it was programmed to account for this multi-layering. Therefore,
we chose to presume independence for the purposes of this model.
Equality of variance. This assumption deals with the spread or scatter of the data. In
SEM, it is important that the largest group of data be less than ten times greater than the smallest
grouping of data. This was evaluated by examining the scatter plots of the four independent
variables, as shown in Appendix C. From these there was sufficient evidence to support this
assumption (no expanding, a “megaphone” variation that would indicate otherwise).
Sample size. There was adequate sample size in the online course data set
(approximately 1760 responses) since it is recommended that samples sizes be between 100 and
300 minimums where three to four variables per factor (see Bandalos, 2018, p. 391). In addition,
the number of items per variable was eight or greater for most of the variables involved in this
study.
Lack of multicollinearity of independent variables. This was determined by checking
the variance inflation factors (VIF); they should be less than 10 (see Keith, 2015). That is, the
ratio of the variance in a model with multiple terms divided by the variance of the model with
only one term. The VIF values were all below this cut-off; the highest value was 8 (see the
details in Appendix D).
Missing Data
Missing data were dealt with using the Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML)
technique (see Schminkey, von Oertzen & Bullock, 2016; Little & Rubin, 2014). This has been
shown to be more effective than other methods of dealing with missing data such as list-wise
deletion.

52
Confirmatory Factor Analysis
The authors of the DCSS created the measures and in some cases based them on
previously used instruments. They also provided theoretical support for their choice of many
instruments and items. As needed, they performed EFA for some of the items used. According
to Harrington, “unlike EFA, CFA requires pre-specification of all aspects of the model to be
tested and is more theory-driven than data-driven” (2009, p. 10). Therefore, we performed a
CFA to evaluate the measures and validate their use in the context in which the data were
gathered. When inadequate model fit was found, we clarified the appropriate variables with EFA
and re-ran the CFA analyses. Each of the six steps in conducting a CFA (see Bandalos, 2018, p.
357) is described below in the context of this research.
Data preparation. In this case, the data preparation consisted of segregating the F2F
course data from the online course data. One of the online courses was a graduate course. This
was excluded from the analysis for consistency. Dealing with missing data is described in the
model estimation step, below.
Model specification. As the model of this data developed, it was necessary to perform
more than one CFA. The initial CFA is described below as an example of the methods that were
used with each CFA performed. The path diagram for the initial CFA is shown in Figure 1. It is
based on the two focus factors, or latent variables, of the aims, spiritually strengthening (SS) and
character building (CB) shown as ovals. It involves 19 of the 35 items from the university aims
section of the student survey. (The other 16 items dealt with the other aims.) These observed
variables are labelled as SS1 through SS11 and CB1 through CB8, respectively. “The double
headed arrow represents the correlation/covariance between the latent variables; while the single
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headed arrow represents the factor loading or regression coefficient from the latent to observed
variables” (Harrington, 2009, p. 22).

Figure 1. Path diagram for initial CFA.
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Model identification. The number of items in this proposed model was greater than the
unknowns. Therefore, this model was “overidentified.” In other words, the degrees of freedom
were greater than 0. This indicated that fit indices can be determined from this model (see
Harrington, 2009, p. 26) and enabled us to test the model fit of the data.
Estimation of model parameters. We used the maximum likelihood method of
estimation for the CFAs in this study. This is “by far the most widely used method of estimation
for CFA” (Bandalos, 2018, p. 370). To account for missing data, we used the FIML technique, as
described above.
Model testing. We utilized the following fit indices and reported for each of the CFAs
performed: root mean square error of approximation, or RMSEA < 0.08 (see Wang & Wang,
2012, p. 19); comparative fit index, or CFI > 0.9 (see Wang & Wang, 2012, p. 18); Tucker-Lewis
index, or TLI > 0.9 (see Wang & Wang, 2012, p. 19); and, standardized root mean square
residual, or SRMR <.08 (see Wang & Wang, 2012, p. 20).
Respecification of the model. As needed, the model was modified and retested to
optimize the results. A discussion and explanation of the various iterations is provided, and
results are interpreted below.
We performed two other CFAs as part of this analysis. Figures 2 and 3 are the
preliminary path diagrams for these; we conducted these following the same five steps outlined
above.
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Figure 2. Path diagram of CFA for teacher, cognitive and social presence.
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Figure 3. Path diagram of CFA for student engagement.
Structural Equation Modeling
As indicated earlier, the relationships between the constructs, spiritual strengthening and
character building, and the endogenous variables in the model were explored using SEM
techniques. These included the “five steps of model: formulation, identification, estimation,
evaluation and modification” (Wang & Wang, 2012, p. 2). These steps are essentially the same
as the steps of the CFAs described above. Similar assumptions were utilized and checked as part
of the SEM. This for the most part combined the models tested through the CFAs into one
composite model, which was tested and described. Results of this modeling are discussed below.
The theoretically based, preliminary path diagram for the composite model is shown in Figure 4.
Theoretical Basis for Hypotheses
These models were based upon foundational theories of instruction. Student engagement
is essential for academic learning (see Pitzer & Skinner, 2017, p. 15). It is well established that
the more effort and involvement a student has in the learning process, the more effective and
persistent the knowledge will be (see Halverson, 2016; Miller, Greene, Montalvo, Ravindran &
Nichols, 1996; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990). We suggest that these theories apply also to spiritual
learning. (See the results section, below, for a discussion of the relationship of student
engagement to the independent variables in this data set.)
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Figure 4. Path diagram for the proposed (composite) SEM.
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A second theoretical underpinning of the SEM model was related to the community of
inquiry. Specifically, the factors of social, cognitive and teacher presence were shown as
positively influencing spiritual and character development. This was based upon the definitions
and principles found in the literature with respect to relationships. The influential relationships
appeared to be between the student and their Maker (a supreme authority), the instructor, and
others (including students in the online cohort, friends, and family). It was hypothesized that
these relationships when enhanced, would result in enhanced spiritual and character
development.
Results
We first conducted CFAs for each of the three elements of the model (described in
Figures 1, 2, and 3). However, we obtained unacceptable model fit for each of these.
Consequently, we then performed EFAs for each of these portions and refined our list of
variables. This led to the respecified (composite) model shown in Figure 5.
The items and new factor descriptions of the final model are included in Figure 5. It
appeared that online students’ relationship with spirituality and character-building are much more
complex than we theoretically anticipated. Instead of the four factors proposed as predictors of
the two aims, spiritually strengthening and character building, the SEM analysis showed that the
respecified model had 12 latent variables indicating four dependent variables. Essentially, two
new factors replaced each of the two proposed exogenous latent variables.
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Figure 5. Respecified (composite) model.
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The lines in Figure 5 are weighted according to the standardized betas for each factor.
The solid lines represent positive betas while the (red) dashed lines represent negative betas. The
general interpretation is that for each standard deviation unit increased in the predictor factor,
there will be a corresponding change of the beta in standard deviations units of change in the
outcome variable. (See Table 2 for the numerical value of the betas represented in Figure 5.)
Some of the original items (variables) used in the proposed model were excluded in the
final model based on the SEM analysis which showed that some variables did not relate to other
variables. From the original (proposed) model, the six factors became 16; and the items went
from 77 to 57. That is, 20 were excluded from the respecified model. These refinements are
summarized in Table 1, below.
Table 1
Number of Items and Factors
Factors (in Proposed Model - 6)
Spiritually Strengthening
Character Building
Social Presence
Cognitive Presence
Teacher Presence
Student Engagement
Totals

Original
Respecified Respecified
Model Items Model Items
Factors
11
7
2
8
6
2
7
5
2
12
8
3
13
10
2
26
21
5
77

57

16

Descriptive statistics for the model variables are shown in Appendix E. The variables removed
from the model during analysis are indicated. The questions included in this study were all based
on a seven-point Likert Scale, so the minimums and maximums are the same.
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CFA Results
Statistical analysis results for the three final CFA are shown in Appendices F, G and H.
Factor loadings of student engagement subfactors were close to 1 (based on setting the first item
to 1.000, as indicated); and, in some cases slightly greater. Details are shown in Appendix F.
Factor loadings of social, cognitive, and teacher presence subfactors ranged from 0.930
to 1.138 with two slightly lower. The item that read, “The instructor encouraged course
participants to explore new concepts in this course” (tp9) had a factor loading of 0.850. And
item that read, “The instructor clearly communicated important due dates/time frames for
learning activities” (tp4) had a loading of 0.707. Details are shown in Appendix G.
Details of factor loadings for strengthening spirituality and character development
subfactors indicated that the low was 0.878 for the item that read, “After taking this course, after
I graduate, I am determined to incorporate ethics into my career” (cb7), an observed variable of
the recognized morality subfactor). The high was 1.355 for the item that read, “This course
didn't really have anything to do with ethics” (cb3), an observed variable of the ethics/character
from the course subfactor). Details are shown in Appendix H.
Correlation Matrices
Correlation matrices for the three CFA are found in Appendices I, J, and K. Correlation
coefficients ranged from 0.113 between instructor effectiveness and collaborative learning
(student engagement subfactors) to 0.826 between questions answered and course motivated
curiosity (social, cognitive and teacher presence subfactors). The correlations between the
subfactors of student engagement are relatively low, well below the rule-of-thumb cutoff of 0.85
(meaning the data model is reliable and the correlation coefficients were trustworthy). The
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highest being 0.703 between higher order learning and integrated subject and life. These are
shown in Appendix I.
Correlation coefficients between the subfactors for social, cognitive and teacher presence
subfactors ranged from a low of 0.309 (between clear instructor communication and sense of
belonging) to a high of 0.826 (between questions answered and course motivated curiosity).
These are detailed in Appendix J.
The correlation between the subfactors of spiritually strengthening and character
building is shown in Appendix K. Ethics and character from the course and gospel connection
subfactors had the highest coefficient, 0.735. While recognized morality and genuine caring for
students exhibited the lowest, 0.375.
SEM Results
A summary of the path coefficients (Betas) or effects of the exogenous variables are shown
in Appendix L. We discuss the significance of these results in the next section of this article.
Discussion of Results
Although the proposed model suggested four predictors of two aims, the SEM analysis of
the data led to the conclusion that there are 12 subfactors predicting four subfactors (that make
up the two aims); these are genuine caring for students, gospel connection, recognized morality,
and ethics and character from the course. Each of these are discussed below. Table 2 shows a
summary of most significant predictors (where p ≤ 0.01) and corresponding subfactors. The
predictor variables that did not have statistically significant factor loadings are shown in
Appendix L (those with p values >0.05).
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Table 2
Most Significant** Standardized Betas and Subfactors of Target Variables

(Original
Model
Factors)

Predictors

Social
Presence

Sense of Belonging
Valued by
Classmates

Cognitive
Presence

Course Motivated
Curiosity

Teacher
Presence

Spiritually
Character
Strengthening
Building
Genuine
Ethics &
Gospel
Recognized
Caring for
Character
Connection Morality
Students
from Course
0.103

-

0.171

Questions Answered

0.134

-

-

-

0.247

-

-

-0.246

-

Course Application

-

-0.187

-

-

Clear Instructor
Communication

-

-

-

-

Instructor Interaction

0.371

0.361

0.177

0.230

-

-

-

-

0.302

-

-

-0.126

-

-

-

-

0.105

0.301

0.482

0.439

0.063

-

-0.227

-

Learning Strategies
Student
Engagement Instructor
Effectiveness
Higher Order
Learning
Integrated Subject &
Life
Collaborative
Learning
(** P values ≤ 0.01)

Predictors of Genuine Caring for Students
The two predictors of the aim spiritually strengthening with the largest betas were
instructor interaction (β = 0.371) and instructor effectiveness (β = 0.302) as far as the students
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were concerned. When it comes to spiritual strength, although students appreciated the skills of
the instructor to help them learn, they valued the interaction with the instructor to a larger extent.
This is a very significant finding, especially for online classes since, the transactional distance
(see Moore, 1993) may be greater due to the technological modality, requiring at least as much or
more emphasis on the part of professors to be involved with their students. In addition, this
finding is consistent with the results of a comprehensive study of caring and nurturing
pedagogies, “Research literature demonstrates that a caring approach provides a powerful means
to improvement” (Velasquez, West, Graham & Osguthorpe, 2013, p. 182). In other words, to
successfully foster a sense of spirituality, it may be even more important for online instructors to
demonstrate a caring and nurturing attitude toward their students. Learning activities cannot be
just a mechanical delivery of facts from the instructor to the students if they are going to enjoy
the perception and reality of genuine caring. It may be that a series of interactions are necessary
to reinforce the feelings rather than an occasional response to online input from those being
taught.
There are four other predictors that had smaller betas but were nevertheless influential in
accomplishing this subfactor of spirituality (p ≤ 0.01). Valued by classmates, course motivated
curiosity, integrated subject and life as well as collaborative learning were all predictors of ways
instructors communicated genuine caring for their students in addition to being effective in
motivating their student to put forth effort to learn. The more effectively they interacted with
other students, and the more they could integrate the topic into both their prior learning and into
their lives, the more they felt valued and validated by their teachers.
Three of these predictors were largely driven by student behaviors—collaborative
learning, integrated subject and life and course application; two are more related to instructor

65
actions—interaction and effectiveness; and, one is influenced by interactions with and by other
students—valued by classmates. Establishing a wholesome community of learning that
encouraged open communication helped foster an environment where students felt appreciated
and could flourish. This finding was consistent with the work of Garrison (2017, pp. 45-46). A
positive atmosphere in online classrooms, especially the interaction and comments made in
postings and during synchronous discussions, help protect a student’s self-esteem. Technology,
especially when others are not always seen F2F, provides a barrier or semblance of anonymity
that may embolden students or instructors to be unkind or harsh in their comments. Thus, a
favorable context of learning is especially important with online courses and their potential to
provide both academic as well as spiritual growth for students.
Predictors of Gospel Connection
A connection to the gospel (a higher power and purpose) may provide a foundation for
secular learning. Instructor interaction (β = 0.361) and integrated subject and life (β = 0.301)
were the two most influential predictors of this aspect of spirituality. Students wanted to be on
solid ground and build their decisions and connections to what they already had learned. These
results were in response to the two items, “My professor helped me see the importance of this
course by connecting it to the gospel” and “My professor used the gospel to help me understand
the topic of this course.” Students appeared to have related their academic learning with life’s
purpose and tried to integrate the two. They sought to understand the why of life and how their
coursework might help them have more meaningful and productive lives. It appeared that the
consistency and authenticity shown through meaningful interactions determines an instructor’s
credibility with students and helps them establish viable connections between the subject and
their lives.
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It was unexpected that as course application (β = -0.187) increased, gospel connections
decreased; that is, the beta is negative. One explanation is that course applications have a
negative influence on gospel connection to the extent that students focus on applying the content
of what they are learning rather than how the content relates to spirituality. It may also be
important to note that the relationship, though negative, is not particularly strong. Further
research is needed to better understand how teachers making more gospel connections affects
course application.
Predictors of Recognized Morality
Recognized morality is different in some respects from the other constructs of this data
model. The wording of the items was contrary to what is desired and, as noted in Appendix H,
these were reverse coded to be consistent with the rest of the data set. This subfactor was the
synthesis of three elements, which captured the student’s perception of an instructor’s spirituality
(and perhaps character); that is, the relationship of the course material to ethics, and the
relationship of the course content to the type of person the student is. (It may also be a precursor
to how a student views the role of ethics in his or her use of the course material or how the
student might become as they pursue a career in the same field.) Another way that it was
different from the other subfactors was that it predicted a portion of spirituality as well as aspects
of character building. (See items ss6, cb3, & cb6 in Appendix H.)
Even stronger than the endogenous variables mentioned thus far, integrated subject and
life (β = 0.482) had the largest beta of the variables in this data model. This aspect involved
making a connection between the course and ethics based on the example of the instructor.
Students may or may not have recognized connections or relevance between the subject matter
and their own ethical decisions and character. Perhaps they looked to their instructors for clues
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and direction as to whether these were related; and if so, how? In this study, it was largely
through instructor interactions (β = 0.177) that students formulated their own ideas and
understanding of the relationships between the subject matter and the way they lived their lives.
Valued by classmates (β = 0.134) was the smallest predictor of this subfactor. This might reflect
the role peer pressure plays in a student’s view of what constitutes moral behavior.
Both questions answered (β = -0.246) and collaborative learning (β = -0.227) have
negative betas. This means that as these subfactors change by one (positive) unit, recognized
morality decreases. (See items cp5 & cp7 in Appendix G. and col1 – col4 in Appendix F,
respectively, for the items that are evidenced by these constructs.) These negative betas were not
expected. The negative influence of the questions answered variable on the recognized morality
subfactor could be interpreted as follows. If an instructor answered all a student’s questions, in a
boastful or arrogant manner, students may have had difficulty recognizing the spirituality of the
instructor or the relationship between the course to ethics. However, since the tone of the
instructor is unknown, this relationship requires more investigation.
The data seem to indicate that a student’s interactions with other students, collaborative
learning, may have either taken the place of or interfered with recognizing the spirituality and
character of their instructor. This is just one interpretation of the meaning of the negative beta.
Students may have even concluded that the type of person the teacher was did does not matter in
that course. The student-students relationship in online course therefore also deserves more
study as it relates to the aims of spirituality and character building.
Predictors of Ethics/Character from the Course
Four predictors indicated the strength of the aim of character development: course
motivated curiosity (items cp1 - cp3 in Appendix G), instructor interaction (items tp7 – tp12 in
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Appendix G.), instructor effectiveness (items eff1, eff2, & eff5 in Appendix F), and integrated
subject and life (items int1 through int6 in Appendix F). Betas for the first two were strongly
positive: 0.247 and 0.230, respectively. This can be interpreted that both the course content and
the interactions of the instructor with the students motivated them to think about ethical issues
and determine to incorporate moral principles in their futures. Finally, they must be moved to
act, or become better people and develop character because of their having taken the course. The
data model indicated that instructor effectiveness had a negative impact (β = -0.126) on the
students’ recognizing the connections between the course and ethics or becoming a better person.
Counter intuitively, this suggested that the more effective the instructor was at conveying the
course content, the less the students understood the connections. If the instructor failed to
emphasize the role of ethics or demonstrate how they are relevant to the content, teaching it
amorally may have diminished students’ likelihood of building character because of the course.
This does not mean that an instructor’s ability to teach the content was not an important factor in
students’ intellectual development. Rather, its role in spiritual and character development may
not be as important as it is for intellectual enlargement.
The largest predictor of this subfactor of character building was integrated subject and
life (β = 0.439). This parallels the similar impact of this predictor of recognized morality.
Students were able to make connections between the course material and both societal issues and
their personal experience. This also led them to view others’ perspectives and opinions while
reconsidering their own ideas because of class discussions and assignments.
Limitations
It should be noted that we attempted to account for the multilevel nature of the data.
Some students were “nested within courses, but also having reports across semesters, some
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students reported on multiple courses” (Jensen et al., 2018, p. 2). However, the model became
too complex and the results of the modeling did not produce reliable results. So, this aspect of
the data modeling was excluded.
It is also noted that a considerable number (~230 responses) to the questions related to
Spiritually Strengthening, items SS1 through SS11, and Character Building, items CB1 through
CB8, were missing. This deserves additional review. (See N values in Appendix E.)
This study is somewhat limited in that it only considered input from students. Certainly,
their perspective is important as the recipients of and direct beneficiaries of educational growth.
The instructors’ views ought to be considered as well. Just as spirituality and character building
are necessary to be included along with academic growth to achieve a complete education, so
both aspects of teaching and learning must be considered. This leads to the recommendations for
further study.
Recommendations for Further Study
Student data for this study were anonymized, so it is impossible to interview anyone
about responses. With IRB approval, one could work back to the class schedules of the courses
and identify the students who attended the classes, based on the course IDs found in the current
data set. In addition, the multiple sections of courses might be able to be differentiated. This
would enable the data to be segregated to account for the multilevel nature of the data. And the
complete effect of this on the results could be ascertained.
Another recommendation is to look at the data from the instructors’ perspective. How
can they most effectively overcome the additional transactional distance implicit with online
courses that will enable them to communicate a genuine caring for their students? What did
faculty do to motivate their students to spend time and effort toward these two aims in addition
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to their academic goals? How did faculty integrate spirituality and character building with their
academic learning objectives and with real life (their lives and students’)?
It would be useful to examine the students’ evaluation of these online courses to see if
their course ratings reflected the same constructs and relationships between learning and
spirituality and character development. Qualitative inquiry might help provide details and
descriptions that might provide context for students’ answers. It may be possible to identify
which online courses the students identified as being most effective at helping them accomplish
these aims. This could then be correlated with the findings of this study to reinforce or refine the
data models presented here.
This study has raised other questions that deserve additional research. For example, is
the quality of instructor interaction more important than the quantity? Since many courses are
heavy in terms of teacher lecture, would the impact of instructor interaction diminish if
instruction involved more student to student interaction? Would the influence of peers on
spiritual and character development be greater? Does instructor interaction have the same level
of influence on independent study courses as on teacher led online courses?
As we increase our understanding of effective practices, more students may acquire
knowledge as well as develop character and spirituality, thus accomplishing “with both eyes” a
more complete education (Palmer, 1983, p. xi). This will only be possible as the whole teaching
and learning process is better comprehended and implemented, especially where online courses
are employed.
Conclusions
Based on the foregoing discussion of results, some additional perspectives can be shown.
The original research questions are also revisited.
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Additional Perspectives
Consider the interpretation of what is not shown in Table 2. Two of the predictors, sense
of belonging and higher order learning, do not predict any of the four subfactors with large
statistical significance. A sense of belonging may or may not be essential or influential as far as
a student’s developing the two aims of spirituality and character development in terms of the
four identified subfactors (see also Appendix G, items sp1 – sp3). However, higher order
learning did predict recognized morality with some statistical significance (p-value = 0.029)
having a beta of -0.115; meaning that the more higher order learning was involved during the
course, it was slightly less likely the students were able to recognize the level of spirituality of
the instructor. It may be that the students’ involvement in higher order thinking (as in analyzing,
evaluating, and creating – advanced levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy) tended to lead them to neglect
spiritual aspects of their learning. Also, it appears that the more higher order learning, the type
of person the student was (in terms of ethics) mattered less. Instructors must therefore be careful
to reinforce the value of spirituality and character, especially their own, as the students employ
higher order learning (see also Appendix F, items hol1 – hol4).
It is also instructive to note the variables that were excluded from the model due to a lack
of influence as evidenced from this data set. These are noted in Appendix E, Descriptive
Statistics, with the corresponding questions detailed in Appendices F, G, and H. Most
unexpected was that the items dealing with an instructors’ example did not show up as part of the
statistical model of the data. Among those that are not a part of the model are “My professor
helped me prepare to deal with professional ethical issues that a person of faith might encounter”
(ss4); “My professor was a role model of someone who can integrate both the gospel and secular
study in their life” (ss7); and, “My professor was a role model of living the gospel” (ss9) as
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listed in Appendix H. It could be that there was such a variety of perceptions between students
on these questions that the responses did not correlate with any other variables except in a
random way. It could also be that it is more difficult for students to recognize the instructor’s
example in a non-synchronous environment.
Research Questions Revisited
Instructor interaction and integrating the subject and life were the most important
predictors of the four dependent endogenous variables that indicated developing spirituality and
character: communicating genuine caring for students, making gospel connections, recognizing
morality, and deriving ethics from the course that can be used in one’s career. It is not clear
whether quality or quantity of interaction is more important. It is likely that a smaller quantity of
higher quality interaction may be as useful as a larger quantity of lesser quality interaction if
either is sufficient to provide all four of these constructs.
First and foremost, instructors should demonstrate genuine caring for students by being
authentic and approachable. This subfactor of spirituality is predicted by 6 of the 12 data model
variables. Genuine caring is exemplified by students’ responses to questions such as “I could
bring any questions or problems to him/her” (ss5) and “professors really cared about my
learning” (ss10). In addition, professors should help students see the importance of the course by
connecting it to the gospel and use the gospel to help students understand the topic of the course.
This can be done by helping students to consider the strengths and weaknesses of their personal
opinions/beliefs on a given topic; helping them to understand someone else's perspective about
an issue; making connections between course material and societal problems or issues; and,
making connections between course materials and their personal experiences. Doing these things
will help students develop spirituality.
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The next construct, character building, is best encouraged as instructors exemplify moral
integrity by living what they recommend to the students with respect to personal values and
exhibit a confidence in their knowledge of the gospel (have received spiritual witnesses
confirming their doctrinal beliefs or, in other words, they “have a testimony”). This is
represented by the two subfactors of recognizing morality and ethics and character from course.
In addition, instructors should demonstrate how the course can help students develop character;
how the course can help students become better people and think about ethical issues. The
resultant model suggests that these are accomplished through effective instructor interaction, as
described above. Additionally, instructors should help students make connections between
course material and societal problems or issues as well as between course materials and their
personal experiences.
One other factor was indicated in the model that helps students develop character.
Instructors should ensure that the course motivates curiosity. To the extent instructors help
students feel motivated to explore content-related questions; and include engaging assignments,
quizzes, and exams, (among other course materials), students will be more likely to develop
character.
This model is consistent with the results of a recent study to determine how professors
can affect student character building. Ferrin, Wilkins, and Johnson (2017) identified four types
of influence: example, relationship with students, connections between courses and students’
lives, and direct invitations to improve (see p. 2). It also reflects the inherent challenge of
maintaining an appropriate “teacher presence,” guiding and facilitating the students as they
balance the cognitive and social elements of the online community of inquiry (see Garrison,
Anderson & Archer, 2000).
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The model generated from this data showed that instructor interaction is a primary
predictor of students’ development of spirituality and character in online courses. Students
identified genuine caring of an instructor as influential in their success in the course. This also
facilitated spiritual growth. Integrating the subject matter to real life experiences was a
secondary predictor of spirituality and a primary predictor of character development. Students
appeared to appreciate assistance instructors provide in establishing clear relationships between
course subject matter and their life experiences. This enabled them to integrate other dimensions
of their education with their academic knowledge. The resultant completeness of a student’s
online course experience will be the wholesight that Palmer (1983) advocated. Otherwise, they
may gather only knowledge without the wisdom necessary to use it effectively (Proverbs 4:7).
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX A
Online Student Demographic Data
N

Minimum

Maximum

Mean

Std.
Deviation

Age

1736

17

31

22.51

2.232

Sex

1741

0 (Female)

1 (Male)

0.52

0.500

Married

1742

0

1

0.41

0.492

Children

1741

0

1

0.07

0.260

SingleParent

1505

0

1

0.10

0.301

SibsInCollege

1729

0

8

0.98

0.968

NativeEnglish

1741

0

1

0.94

0.236

FamilyFinances*

1503

1

7

4.41

1.200

Variable

*Note. When you were a child, to the best of your knowledge, what was the
financial condition of your family? (1= very poor, 2 = poor, 3 = somewhat
poor, 4 = average, 5 = somewhat wealthy, 6 = wealthy, 7 = very wealthy)
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX B
Cook’ Distance Values for the Independent Variables
Cook's Distance for Independent Variables*
SSCB1

SSCB2

SSCB4

SSCB3

0.05485

0.02111

0.02634

0.03379

0.03926

0.02004

0.01681

0.02871

0.03025

0.01975

0.01322

0.02237

0.02728

0.017

0.01211

0.02141

0.01399

0.01674

0.01207

0.02094

0.01257

0.01505

0.01104

0.01804

0.01244

0.01395

0.0108

0.01559

0.01205

0.0137

0.01042

0.01497

0.01203

0.01328

0.01041

0.01366

0.01035

0.01244

0.00814

0.01242

0.0099

0.00938

0.00799

0.01155

0.00973

0.00875

0.00793

0.01078

0.00965

0.00865

0.00767

0.01062

0.00927

0.00859

0.00735

0.00973

0.0091

0.00848

0.00703

0.00935

0.00877

0.008

0.00687

0.00915

0.00873

0.00786

0.00681

0.00899

0.00867

0.00767

0.00672

0.00837

* sorted in descending order
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX B (continued)
Cook’ Distance Values for the Independent Variables
Cook's Distance for Independent Variables*
0.00856

0.0073

0.00672

0.00832

0.00802

0.00712

0.0067

0.0079

0.00765

0.00685

0.00625

0.00788

0.00754

0.00664

0.00616

0.00764

0.00699

0.00661

0.00588

0.00728

0.00683

0.00642

0.00588

0.00726

0.00651

0.00638

0.00555

0.00719

0.00648

0.00615

0.00546

0.00702

0.00618

0.00608

0.00536

0.00684

0.0061

0.00591

0.00517

0.00667

0.00604

0.00569

0.00505

0.00664

0.00602

0.0055

0.00505

0.00627

* sorted in descending order
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX C
Scatter Plots of Independent Variables
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Appendix C (continued)
Scatter Plots of Independent Variables
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX D
Variance Inflation Factors (VIF) for the Independent Variables
SSCB1

SSCB2

SSCB4

SSCB3

SP4

3.342

3.342

3.342

3.342

SP3

3.28

3.28

3.28

3.28

CP5

5.821

5.821

5.821

5.821

CP6

8.814

8.814

8.814

8.814

CP7

5.212

5.212

5.212

5.212

TP1

5.986

5.986

5.986

5.986

TP2

5.997

5.997

5.997

5.997

STRAT5

2.401

2.401

2.401

2.401

EFF3

3.226

3.226

3.226

3.226

HOL4

3.97

3.97

3.97

3.97

INTEG2

3.032

3.032

3.032

3.032

SE1

1.447

1.447

1.447

1.447
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX E
Descriptive Statistics for the Model Variables
Std.
Deviation
AimsSS1
1498
5.18
1.34
* AimsSS2
1499
3.65
1.639
AimsSS3
1496
5.85
1.164
* AimsSS4
1497
5.13
1.434
AimsSS5
1498
5.59
1.315
AimsSS6
1499
5.17
1.776
* AimsSS7
1494
5.32
1.331
AimsSS8
1498
5.08
1.485
* AimsSS9
1492
5.24
1.309
AimsSS10
1495
5.5
1.303
AimsSS11
1494
4.99
1.509
AimsCB1
1501
4.93
1.435
* AimsCB2
1500
5.66
1.246
AimsCB3
1501
4.55
1.856
* AimsCB4
1498
5.03
1.286
AimsCB5
1497
4.94
1.474
AimsCB6
1499
4.26
1.753
AimsCB7
1496
5.3
1.365
AimsCB8
1497
5.1
1.398
* AskQs
1732
3.74
1.93
* Drafts
1729
2.72
1.825
* Prepared
1732
5.16
1.668
Collaborate1 1731
2.37
1.652
Collaborate2 1729
2.57
1.693
Collaborate3 1730
1.94
1.623
Collaborate4 1728
1.97
1.654
* Removed from the model during analysis
Variable

N

Mean

Minimum Maximum
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
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Appendix E (continued)
Descriptive Statistics for the Model Variables
Std.
Deviation
Integrate1
1732
4.25
1.752
Integrate2
1731
3.51
1.87
Integrate3
1731
4.13
1.766
Integrate4
1728
4.19
1.822
Integrate5
1732
3.84
1.74
Integrate6
1732
4.57
1.72
* Memorize
1736
4.61
1.606
HOLearn1
1731
4.55
1.573
HOLearn2
1732
4.58
1.581
HOLearn3
1731
4.12
1.703
HOLearn4
1734
4.33
1.624
Effective1
1733
5.29
1.572
Effective2
1733
5.42
1.56
Effective3
1734
5.13
1.683
* Effective4
1726
3.92
2.242
Effective5
1733
5.16
1.76
Strategies1
1537
5.07
1.616
Strategies2
1538
4.64
1.795
Strategies3
1539
4.19
1.932
TeachPres1
1739
5.92
1.137
TeachPres2
1738
5.88
1.162
TeachPres3
1738
5.86
1.215
TeachPres4
1736
6.11
1.1
* TeachPres5
1735
5.46
1.361
* TeachPres6
1736
5.65
1.255
TeachPres7
1733
5.47
1.392
TeachPres8
1734
5.48
1.344
TeachPres9
1737
5.58
1.279
TeachPres10
1738
5.4
1.396
TeachPres11
1736
5.58
1.276
TeachPres12
1738
5.12
1.595
* TeachPres13 1735
5.55
1.445
* Removed from the model during SEM analysis
Variable

N

Mean

Minimum Maximum
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
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Appendix E (continued)
Descriptive Statistics for the Model Variables
Std.
Deviation
SocialPres1
1738
4.1
1.573
SocialPres2
1735
4.08
1.639
* SocialPres3
1737
4.81
1.525
SocialPres4
1735
4.72
1.392
SocialPres5
1735
5.02
1.488
SocialPres6
1736
4.9
1.398
* SocialPres7
1736
4.51
1.676
CogPres1
1738
5.08
1.546
CogPres2
1738
5.12
1.477
CogPres3
1739
4.93
1.585
* CogPres4
1736
4.94
1.58
CogPres5
1738
4.95
1.442
* CogPres6
1738
4.84
1.642
CogPres7
1736
5.16
1.334
* CogPres8
1737
5.26
1.335
* CogPres9
1736
5.34
1.289
CogPres10
1735
5.43
1.278
CogPres11
1733
5.37
1.301
CogPres12
1734
5.72
1.274
* Removed from the model during SEM analysis
Variable

N

Mean

Minimum Maximum
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX F
Factor loadings of Student Engagement Subfactors
(N = 1735 students) (RMSEA = 0.051, CFI = 0.957, TLI = 0.949, SRMR = 0.043)
Standardized
Factor
Standard
Factor
Communalities
Loading Error
Loading
Participant Instructions/Stem: During the current school year, about how often have you
done the following? OR During the current school year, how much has your coursework
emphasized the following? OR During the current school year, to what extent have your
instructors done the following?
Collaborative Learning
col1: Asked other students for help
1.000
NA
0.888
0.789
Indicator

col2: Explained concepts or
assignments to other students
col3: Studied for exams with other
students
col4: Worked with other students on
assignments
Integrated Subject and Life
int1:
int2:

int3:

int4:

int5:

0.939** 0.020

0.813

0.662

0.879** 0.033

0.795

0.633

0.894** 0.030

0.794

0.630

1.000

0.850

0.723

0.992** 0.022

0.790

0.624

1.039** 0.021

0.875

0.766

1.048** 0.023
Tried to understand someone
else's perspective about an issue

0.857

0.734

0.943** 0.023

0.808

0.652

0.978** 0.020

0.846

0.716

Made connections between
course material and societal
problems or issues
Provided a diverse perspective
(political, religious,
racial/ethnic, gender, etc.)
during class discussions or
assignments
Considered the strengths and
weaknesses of my personal
opinions/beliefs on a given
topic

Changed the way I view an
issue because of something I
learned in this course

Made connections between
course materials and my
personal experience
* P value <0.05; ** P value <0.01
int6:

NA
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Appendix F (continued)
Factor loadings of Student Engagement Subfactors
Standardized
Factor
Communalities
Loading
Participant Instructions/Stem: During the current school year, about how often have you
done the following? OR During the current school year, how much has your coursework
emphasized the following? OR During the current school year, to what extent have your
instructors done the following?
Higher Order Learning
Using facts,
hol1:
theories, or methods
1.000
NA
0.704
0.496
to solve new
problems
Examining
hol2:
concepts, ideas,
1.205** 0.036
0..844
0.713
theories in depth
Evaluating the
quality of a source,
hol3:
1.251** 0.045
0.814
0.663
perspective, or
finding
Utilizing other ideas 1.270** 0.045
hol4:
0.866
0.750
to form new ideas
Instructor Effectiveness
Clearly explained
eff1:
learning goals and
1.000
NA
0.888
0.788
course requirements
Presented material
eff2:
1.008** 0.018
0.904
0.816
in an organized way
Explained difficult
concepts by using
eff3:
examples,
illustrations, class
1.025** 0.019
0.852
0.725
discussions, or
supplementary
readings
Provided feedback
eff4:
on a draft of an
(removed per SEM analysis)
assignment
Answered questions
eff5:
promptly and in a
0.969** 0.025
0.770
0.592
detailed manner
* P value <0.05; ** P value <0.01
Indicator

Factor
Standard
Loading Error
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Appendix F (continued)
Factor loadings of Student Engagement Subfactors
Standardized
Factor
Communalities
Loading
Participant Instructions/Stem: During the current school year, about how often have you
done the following? OR During the current school year, how much has your coursework
emphasized the following? OR During the current school year, to what extent have your
instructors done the following?
Indicator

Factor
Standard
Loading Error

Learning Strategies
Identified the most
str1:
important points
from reading
assignments
Reviewed
str2:
class/reading notes
Summarized
concepts from class
str3:
in writing or
verbally
* P value <0.05; ** P value <0.01

1.000

NA

0.736

0.542

1.275** 0.051

0.841

0.707

1.284** 0.060

0.789

0.623
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX G
Factor loadings of Social, Cognitive & Teacher Presence Subfactors
(N=1738 students) (RMSEA=0.039, CFI=0.973, TLI=0.967, SRMR=0.023)
Standardized
Factor
Communalities
Loading
Participant Instructions/Stem: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the
following statements.
Sense of Belonging
sp1: Getting to know other course
1.000
NA
0.898
0.806
participants gave me a sense of
belonging in the course.
sp2: I was able to form distinct
1.001** 0.026
0.863
0.745
impressions of some course
participants.
sp3: I felt comfortable interacting
(removed per SEM analysis)
with other course participants.
Valued by Classmates
sp4: I felt comfortable disagreeing
with other course participants
1.000
NA
0.793
0.629
while still maintaining a sense
of trust.
sp5: I felt comfortable participating
1.138** 0.031
0.845
0.714
in the course discussions.
sp6: I felt that my point of view was
0.836
0.700
acknowledged by other course 1.061** 0.035
participants.
sp7: Course discussions, whether
online or in class, helped me to
(removed per SEM analysis)
develop a sense of
collaboration.
Course Motivated Curiosity
cp1: Assignments, quizzes, and
exams, among other course
1.000
NA
0.844
0.713
materials, increased my interest
in course topics.
cp2: Course activities piqued my
1.028** 0.021
0.909
0.827
curiosity.
cp3: I felt motivated to explore
1.076** 0.023
0.887
0.788
content related questions.
* P value <0.05; ** P value <0.01
Indicator

Factor
Standard
Loading Error
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Appendix G (continued)
Factor loadings of Social, Cognitive & Teacher Presence Subfactors
Standardized
Factor
Communalities
Loading
Participant Instructions/Stem: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the
following statements.
cp4: I utilized a variety of
information sources to explore (removed per SEM analysis)
problems posed in this course.
Questions Answered
Indicator

Factor
Standard
Loading Error

cp5:

Brainstorming and finding
relevant information helped me
resolve content related
questions.
cp6: Course discussions, whether
online or in class, were
valuable in helping me
appreciate different
perspectives.
cp7: Combining new information
helped me answer questions
raised in course activities.
cp8: Learning activities helped me
construct
explanations/solutions.
Course Application
cp9: Reflection on course content
helped me understand
fundamental concepts in this
class.
cp10: I can describe ways to test and
apply the knowledge created in
this course.
cp11: I have developed solutions to
course problems that can be
applied in practice.
cp12: I can apply the knowledge
created in this course in my
work or other non-class related
activities.
* P value <0.05; ** P value <0.01

1.000

NA

0.812

0.659

(removed per SEM analysis)

0.992** 0.030

0.870

0.757

(removed per SEM analysis)

(removed per SEM analysis)

1.000

NA

0.865

0.747

1.058** 0.021

0.901

0.811

0.961** 0.026

0.835

0.698
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Appendix G (continued)
Factor loadings of Social, Cognitive & Teacher Presence Subfactors
Standardized
Factor
Communalities
Loading
Participant Instructions/Stem: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the
following statements.
Instructor Interaction
tp6: The instructor was helpful in
guiding the class towards
(removed per SEM analysis)
understanding course topics,
helping me to learn.
tp7: The instructor helped to keep
students engaged and
1.000
NA
0.880
0.775
participating.
tp8: The instructor helped keep the
0.888
0.789
course participants on task in a 0.977** 0.016
way that helped me to learn.
tp9: The instructor encouraged
0.850** 0.023
0.815
0.664
course participants to explore
new concepts in this course.
tp10: The instructor's actions
reinforced the development of
0.963** 0.022
0.846
0.716
a sense of community among
course participants.
tp11: The instructor helped to focus
course participants on relevant 0.930** 0.021
0.894
0.800
topics in a way that helped me
to learn.
tp12: The instructor provided
feedback that helped me
0.965** 0.026
0.743
0.552
understand my strengths and
weaknesses relative to the
course's goals and objectives
Indicator

tp13: The instructor provided
feedback in a timely fashion.
* P value <0.05; ** P value <0.01

Factor
Standard
Loading Error

(removed per SEM analysis)
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX H
Factor loadings of Strengthen Spirituality & Character Building Subfactors
(N=1503 students) (RMSEA=0.036, CFI=0.947 TLI=0.940, SRMR=0.036)
Standardized
Indicator
Factor
Communalities
Loading
Participant Instructions/Stem: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the
following statements.
Factor
Standard
Loading Error

Genuine Caring for Students
ss1: My professor really believed in
my potential.
ss2: I felt like this course was taught
the same way it would be at
another university. [R]
ss3: My professor was genuine and
authentic.
ss4: My professor helped me
prepare to deal with
professional ethical issues that
a person of faith might
encounter.

1.000

NA

0.785

0.616

(removed per SEM analysis)
0.920** 0.030

0.830

0.690

(removed per SEM analysis)

ss5:

My professor was
1.034** 0.033
approachable. I could bring any
question or problem to him/her.
My professor really cared about
ss10:
1.086** 0.029
my learning.

0.826

0.682

0.877

0.770

[R] = Reverse Scored in the cleaning process
Gospel Connection
ss7: My professor was a role model
of someone who can integrate
both the gospel and secular
study in their life.
My professor helped me see the
ss8:
importance of this course by
connecting it to the gospel.
ss9: My professor was a role model
of living the gospel.
ss11: My professor used the gospel to
help me understand the topic of
this course
* P value <0.05; ** P value <0.01

(removed per SEM analysis)

1.000

NA

0.925

0.855

(removed per SEM analysis)
1.001** 0.023

0.910

0.829
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Appendix H (continued)
Factor loadings of Strengthen Spirituality & Character Building Subfactors
Standardized
Factor
Communalities
Loading
Participant Instructions/Stem: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the
following statements.
Recognized Morality
ss6: I don't know if my professor
1.000
NA
0.636
0.405
had a testimony or not. [R]
cb2: I can tell that my professor is a
(removed per SEM analysis)
person of integrity.
cb3: This course didn't really have
1.355** 0.076
0.824
0.679
anything to do with ethics. [R]
Indicator

Factor
Standard
Loading Error

The type of person that I am
1.150** 0.057
didn't seem to matter in this
course. [R]
[R] = Reverse Scored in the cleaning process
cb6:

0.741

0.549

0.852

0.725

Ethics/Character from the Course
cb1:
cb4:
cb5:

This course was designed in a
way that it helped me become a
better person.
My professor’s example made
me want to be a better person.
This course really helped me
think about ethical issues

After taking this course, after I
graduate, I am determined to
incorporate ethics into my
career.
cb8: This course helped me develop
character.
* P value <0.05; ** P value <0.01
cb7:

1.000

NA

(removed per SEM analysis)
0.970** 0.026

0.804

0.646

0.878** 0.031

0.786

0.617

1.027** 0.023

0.898

0.806
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX I
Correlation Matrix for Student Engagement Subfactors

Collaborative
Learning
Integrated
Subject &
Life
Higher Order
Learning
Instructor
Effectiveness
Learning
Strategies

Integrated
Collaborative
Subject &
Learning
Life

Higher Order
Learning

Instructor
Effectiveness

Learning
Strategies

1
0.237

1

0.253

0.703

1

0.113

0.557

0.653

1

0.182

0.590

0.621

0.529

1
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX J
Correlation Matrix for Social, Cognitive & Teacher Presence Subfactors
Clear
Course
Sense of
Valued by
Questions Course
Instructor Instructor
Motivated
Belonging Classmates
Answered Application Communi- Interaction
Curiosity
cation
Sense of
Belonging
Valued by
Classmates
Course
Motivated
Curiosity

1
0.706

1

0.413

0.461

1

0.524

0.826

1

0.499

0.796

0.805

1

Questions
0.493
Answered
Course
0.402
Application
Clear
Instructor
Communication

0.309

0.404

0.600

0.593

0.620

1

Instructor
Interaction

0.463

0.497

0.655

0.689

0.648

0.824

1
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX K
Correlation Matrix for Spiritually Strengthening & Character Building Subfactors
Genuine
Caring for
Students
Genuine
Caring for
Students

Recognized
Morality

Ethics &
Character from
Course

1

Gospel
0.706
Connection
Recognized
0.375
Morality
Ethics &
Character
from
Course

Gospel*
Connection

0.720

1
0.382

1

0.735

0.471

1

[*Note: Gospel connection is our label chosen to indicate the connection a student
associates between the subject matter in a course and their foundational values system. It may
be related to their Judeo-Christian ethics, the Ten Commandments as outlined in the Old
Testament, the teachings of Jesus Christ found in the New Testament, or other paradigms of
religious beliefs.]
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ARTICLE 2: APPENDIX L
Betas of Spiritual Strengthening and Character Building Subfactors
(N=1503 students) (RMSEA=0.036, CFI=0.947 TLI=0.940, SRMR=0.036)
Predictors
Genuine Caring for Students
Sense of Belonging
Valued by Classmates
Course Motivated Curiosity
Questions Answered
Course Application
Clear Instructor
Communication
Instructor Interaction
Learning Strategies
Instructor Effectiveness
Higher Order Learning
Integrated Subject & Life
Collaborative Learning
Gospel Connection
Sense of Belonging
Valued by Classmates
Course Motivated Curiosity
Questions Answered
Course Application
Clear Instructor
Communication
Instructor Interaction
Learning Strategies
Instructor Effectiveness
Higher Order Learning
Integrated Subject & Life
Collaborative Learning

Beta

Standard
Error

Standardized
Beta

- 0.017
0.099**
0.139**
- 0.047
- 0.103*

0.030
0.038
0.039
0.059
0.050

- 0.023
0.103
0.171
- 0.052
- 0.108

0.113*

0.058

0.107

0.321**
0.007
0.228**
- 0.009
0.074**
0.045**

0.048
0.028
0.031
0.036
0.022
0.016

0.371
0.008
0.302
- 0.009
0.105
0.063

- 0.035
0.130*
0.130*
0.093
- 0.231**

0.044
0.057
0.061
0.085
0.074

- 0.036
0.105
0.124
0.080
- 0.187

0.080

0.083

0.059

0.402**
0.029
- 0.047
0.018
0.275**
0.006

0.065
0.041
0.044
0.058
0.035
0.025

0.361
0.026
- 0.048
0.014
0.301
0.007

100
Appendix L (continued)
Betas of Spiritual Strengthening and Character Building Subfactors
Predictors
Recognized Morality
Sense of Belonging
Valued by Classmates
Course Motivated Curiosity
Questions Answered
Course Application
Clear Instructor
Communication
Instructor Interaction
Learning Strategies
Instructor Effectiveness
Higher Order Learning
Integrated Subject & Life
Collaborative Learning

Standard
Error

Standardized
Beta

- 0.053
0.137**
0.039
- 0.234**
0.031

0.043
0.053
0.055
0.074
0.059

- 0.066
0.134
0.046
- 0.246
0.031

0.055

0.073

0.049

0.162**
- 0.044
0.092*
- 0.115*
0.363**
- 0.174**

0.057
0.038
0.043
0.053
0.035
0.032

0.177
- 0.048
0.115
- 0.114
0.482
- 0.227

0.032
0.046
0.046
0.065
0.054

0.043
0.043
0.247
0.018
- 0.045

0.058

0.095

0.050
0.032
0.034
0.044
0.028
0.019

0.230
0.053
- 0.126
0.011
0.439
- 0.017

Beta

Ethics & Character from Course
0.037
Sense of Belonging
0.047
Valued by Classmates
0.230**
Course Motivated Curiosity
0.019
Questions Answered
- 0.050
Course Application
Clear Instructor
0.115*
Communication
0.228**
Instructor Interaction
0.053
Learning Strategies
- 0.109**
Instructor Effectiveness
0.012
Higher Order Learning
0.358**
Integrated Subject & Life
- 0.014
Collaborative Learning
* P value ≤0.05; ** P value ≤0.01
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Abstract
With the increasingly widespread adoption of online learning, education is at an important
crossroads. Although spirituality and character building do not enjoy the same place in formal
education they once did, there is increasing academic interest in the relationship between
spirituality and education. At the same time, relatively little attention has been paid to how
spiritual and character development can be facilitated in online courses. This study sought to
better understand the development of spirituality and character-building in online education from
the perspective of the instructors. Instructors of 63 online courses at a large private, religious
university in the Mountain West region of the United States were asked six questions about their
efforts to help students grow spiritually and develop character. Their free responses were
analyzed using a Grounded Theory approach. The results indicated that the more explicit and
intentional the instructors’ actions and the more actively the students were involved in the
learning processes, the more spirituality and character were developed.
Keywords: spirituality, ethics, electronic learning, Grounded Theory, intentional
learning, active learning
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Spiritual and Character Development in Online Education from the Instructors’ Perspective
Many institutions of higher education—such as Yale and Harvard—began as faith-based
endeavors. Faith-based institutions go beyond the secular and seek to incorporate spirituality and
character-building into students’ learning experiences. For example, Brandeis, Gonzaga,
Pepperdine, Baylor, Brigham Young University and other faith-based institutions all include
spiritual and character-building goals in their mission statements (see Daniels & Gustafson,
2016, pp. 2, 6), specifically describing their commitment to the “spiritual development of each
student” (BYU Mission & Aims).
The landscape of higher education is changing with the influence of technology and the
increasing availability of online educational opportunities. The number of online courses
available at many institutions continues to increase (see Lederman, 2018; Reis, 2016). As faithbased institutions join efforts to offer online learning, an important question arises regarding
spirituality and character building. Namely, how do instructors foster spirituality and character
building online? Although there has been an increase in online education, there has not been a
proportional increase in published research on the topic, especially research considering
spirituality and character development in online education. Dennen, Darabi & Smith (2007)
pointed out that the “transactional distance between learners and instructors in a distance
learning setting leads to psychological and communications gaps” (p. 66). Consequently, one
might think that, being somewhat removed from personal, direct interaction with the instructors
in online courses may make it more difficult for students to be spiritually strengthened or be
motivated to build character as part of their learning. The purpose of this study was to better
understand how online instructors fostered spirituality and character building with their students.
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Literature Review
Recently spirituality and education is a topic that has received increasing attention. In
1983, Parker J. Palmer published To Know As We Are Known. This has been often cited as a
foundational document for this topic. He posited that education is incomplete unless spiritual
aspects are included; and, emphasized this idea in terms of a partial or whole view of
understanding. “Many of us live one-eyed lives . . . . With the mind’s eye we see a world of fact
and reason.” The other is the “eye of the heart . . . .We need ‘wholesight,’ a vision of the world
in which our mind and heart unite ‘as my two eyes make one in sight’” (p. xi). According to
Palmer, only by including both aspects can we be fully educated, since one complements and
enhances the other. Although, “many contemporary writings speak about spirituality, but the
word is used in widely different contexts and is not easy to define” (King, 2007, p. 105; see also,
Bobilya, Akey and Mitchell, 2011; Dyson, Cobb & Forman, 1997; and, de Souza, 2016).
Despite the original connections between many institutions of higher learning in the
United States and religious organizations, ties to their founding churches or denominations “have
tended to wither” over time (Burtchaell, 1998, p. ix). Historically, religion and education were
so closely intertwined that they were nearly indistinguishable (see Richards, 1982). However,
during the past decade or two there has been a conscious effort to separate the two, much like the
“separation of church and state” (Glazer, 1999, p.1). Many today think of education only as
academic and intellectual; that is, related to the development of the mind and brain, distinct and
separate from moral values, religion and the sacred. In contrast to this secular viewpoint, there is
now a growing interest in understanding better how spirituality influences education, especially
for those institutions that are seeking to help students develop both their minds and their souls
(see Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2011, p 2; Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006, p 5; and Glazer,
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1999, p. 2-3). Nevertheless, relatively little attention has been paid to how spiritual and
character development as defined below can be facilitated in online courses.
Definitions
Spirituality involves aspects of students’ experience that are not easy to define, such as
“intuition, inspiration, creativity, and their sense of connectedness to others and the world”
(Astin, Astin & Lindholm, 2011, p. 40; see also, Barrett, 2016; Hunt, 2009, and Lingley, 2016).
Spirituality for college students includes the meaning they associate with the things they learn,
their purpose in life, as well their relationships with a higher power and with other people. These
dynamic characteristics are rooted in their inner selves and may or may not be associated with
religious beliefs and/or practices. The latter is differentiated from spirituality as “religiosity”
(Rossiter, 2009, p 685), this being an outward performance of religious activity or associations.
Closely linked with spirituality, character development is concerned with teaching
morals. Theodore Roosevelt is quoted as saying, “To educate a man in mind and not in morals is
to educate a menace to society” (Nucci, Narvaez & Krettenauer, 2014, p. 7). Modern thinking
about character education has its roots in the early 20th Century work of Jean Piaget and Emile
Durkheim (see Snarey & Samuelson, 2008, p. 55). Later, Lawrence Kohlberg (1977) built his
frameworks for character education on the work of these two pioneers. Arthur (2014) clarified
that “character is an inclusive term for the individual as a whole” (p. 53). It includes moral
values; however, Arthur pointed out that many teachers are wary of teaching morals in school,
rather leaving this to parents and faith communities (2014, p. 54). Determining what constitutes
good morals and bad morals appears to be the issue. Arthur added, “since character refers to that
combination of rational and acquired factors which distinguish one individual from another it is
clear that certain aspects of character building are beyond the realm of measurement” (2014, p.
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58). Berkowitz and Bier (2014) defined character as “the set of psychological characteristics that
motivate and enable an individual to function as a competent moral agent” (p. 250). Then, they
illustrated this with a few examples of doing “the right thing,” like telling the truth, not cheating,
or stealing, and reaching out to help another student. These definitions demonstrate that
character building includes cultivating the social norms and values within a person that enable
them to employ ethically one’s knowledge without infringing on another individual’s life and
opportunities.
Research at the faculty center of a large private university found that intellectual and
spiritual growth are complementary. Specifically, one study identified that what a professor does
is less important than who they are; meaning that his or her character and spirituality are
paramount (see Wilkins & Birch, 2011, p 5). Additionally, this same study found that students
are spiritually strengthened not only when professors “have rigorous intellectual standards” but
also want them to practice “feeling and expressing concern and empathy for the students” (pg.
5). Another study came to a similar conclusion, finding that, “those faculty having the greatest
impact on their students focused first and foremost on their students: their lives, their interests,
their needs, their learning” (Arnesen & Birch, 2018, p 3).
Palmer (1983, p. 29) asserted that an instructor’s role is more than just a dispenser of
facts but rather a “mediator between the student and the subject to be learned” underscoring the
importance of these four types of influence. A teacher must exemplify the truths for his or her
students and within the framework of a trusting relationship with them. Then, “like electricity,
the power flowing from one person to another passes through the connections of the
relationships” (Gong, 2002, p. 89). This is especially true where spirituality and character
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development are concerned. It is only when students experience the growth modelled by their
teacher that they expand and help others to do the same (Gong, 2002, p. 23).
Another essential aspect for instructors is to establish connections between their students’
lives and subject matter. This was the primary recommendation to teachers in a study entitled,
“Teaching with Spiritual Impact” by Hilton, Sweat & Griffiths (2016). Application to students’
lives was “nearly four times more likely to be mentioned by students who gave high ratings than
by those who gave low ratings” (p. 354). Application encourages students to be motivated to
accept invitations to experiment on their own, a key to accomplishing spiritual and character
growth.
According to Ferrin, Wilkins & Johnson (2017), invitations can be made both directly
and indirectly and lead to students’ growth in character development. Besides invitations to
improve, they identified three other types of instructor influence: example, relationship with
students, and connections between courses and students’ lives (see p 2). Actions taken by online
instructors to exploit these four influencers are explored in the current study.
In summary, past research suggests that the aims of spirituality and character building
are essential components of a complete education (Palmer, 1983). Various studies found that
growth in these two areas does not detract from academic achievement, and may even enhance it
(see Palmer, 1983, p.53; Wilson, 2016, p. 5; Barrett, 2016, p. 134). This study builds on these
premises and seeks to determine what instructors have done to encourage spirituality and
character building in their online courses.

108
Research Questions
This research analyzed the responses of instructors to questions related to their intentional
efforts to help students develop spirituality and character in online academic courses.
Specifically, we set out to answer the following questions:
1. How did online faculty integrate spirituality and character building with their learning
objectives?
2. What did faculty do to overcome the distance between them and their students during
online instruction?
3. What did online faculty do to motivate their students to spend time and effort toward
spirituality and character building in addition to their academic goals?
Methods
Data for this study came from the determinates of classroom success study (DCSS).
Three professors (Alex Jensen, Robb Jensen, and Alan Wilkins) prepared the questionnaire,
collected the data, and compiled the codebook of data (Jensen, Jensen & Wilkins, 2018). Data
were collected during five terms/semesters in 2016 and 2017 and consisted of a faculty survey
with 54 items given to 106 instructors of both face-to-face (F2F) and online courses. This study
utilized a subset of data from the faculty open-ended items included in the questionnaire focusing
on the online courses only. Of the eight free response questions answered by instructors, only
six pertained to spirituality and character building. The other two dealt with lifelong learning
and service.
The questions were:
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1. Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that you have taken this
semester (including changes to course material in previous semesters) to make your
course/course materials interesting and engaging to your students.
2. Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that you have taken this
semester to help your students see the relevance of your course and its content in their
lives (this can include course content you have created in past semesters that you
continued to use this semester).
3. Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that you have taken this
semester to create a personal connection with each of your students (this can include
course content you have created in past semesters that you continued to use this
semester).
4. Please briefly list the single most important actions, if any, that you have taken this
semester to help your students feel that they can succeed in your class (this can
include course content you have created in past semesters that you continued to use
this semester).
5. Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that you have taken this
semester to help your students become better people (i.e., build a stronger character).”
6. Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that you have taken this
semester to strengthen your students spiritually. (Jensen et al., 2018, p. 57)
There were between 57 and 60 unique responses to each of the six questions by
instructors of the 63 different online courses. We used a grounded theory (GT) analysis
approach. This methodology involved a “series of steps as researchers constantly compare a
portion of data with other data and the emerging concepts” (Rich, 2012, p. 3). The data were
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analyzed through a series of sequential steps performed in parallel with memoing. These steps
included open coding, classification, categorization, and pattern identification. Each step is
described in detail below.
Open Coding
Open coding was based on each response, many of which consisted of a single sentence.
Descriptions were based on action verbs (see Charmaz, 2003) such as “pleading,” “venting,” or
“soap-boxing.” Coding was open because the properties or definitions of each were not
preconceived or predetermined using an a priori framework; rather, they emerged as the raw
data was dissected “broken apart and concepts [were] delineated” (Corbin, 2008, p. 195).
Concepts identified were representations of the data that were “produced from analysis of the
data” (Corbin, 2008, p. 159). Finally, the concepts were classified.
Classification involved grouping coded items together with similar items and identifying
larger topics or overarching connections between coded items. This proved to be a check on the
coding as well as an opportunity to identify commonalities between codes. Each group of
similar codes were named as a class of codes. The different classifications were then crosscompared for consistency with the raw data as well as between coders, four in all.
At first, the first author coded all six questions on an emergent basis. Each response was
given a single code whether a phrase, sentence our multiple phrases or sentences. To improve
dependability in my interpretation of the data (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 318). I recruited
three other researchers to independently code the raw data using the emerged theoretical
framework. I intentionally chose individuals with varying degrees of experience in educational
research with perspectives different from my own. In common, they all had advanced degrees
and could easily understand the process and intent of open coding. One has a PhD in Education,
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one holds a MS in English as a Second Language, and the other is a businessman with an MBA.
After each person coded the data, we met together to clarify our coding. Inter-rater reliability
was calculated for each of the six questions and for the data set as a whole (see Appendix A).
Prior to discussion, the four coders matched each other between 63% and 80% of the time on
each question. The results were compared and discussed with all four coders to determine the
best codes to describe the data. The faculty responses were frequently referred to as the primary
source to ensure that the coding was grounded in the data. After discussion, there was between
75% and 93% agreement for each of the six questions. Averaging the before and after
agreements of all six questions, the matching was between 74% before and 87% after discussion.
Memoing
Memoing was done in parallel with the other steps. Memoing included taking notes as
the research process continued, capturing associations and possible patterns as they were
revealed from the data. Hints or intimations as to “what is going on” with the data began to
appear even as the responses were coded. In the process of coding, I made notes such as,
“teacher involved with each individual” and, the instructor “focused on needs of students.”
Later, I noted that “a continuum was suggested by one of the a priori coders.”
Hypotheses emerged throughout the GT research steps; it was an “evolutionary process”
(Rich, 2012, p. 4). Even as the initial classification was done, patterns began to emerge. For
example, there appeared to be a normal distribution for the coding results for some questions
(those with various percentages across a spectrum, e.g., question #5). However, after arranging
the categories for Character-Building question (#5) based on the level of intentionality, a
spectrum emerged from small to large. After further consideration, the categories of codes for
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the Relevance question (#2) evidenced both a small and large percentage within each category, a
bi-modal pattern of single and multiple aspects.
Classification
Codes found in the previous steps were considered for classification based on similarities
and differences. Each code was either similar or different based on the definition of each
(captured in memos during the coding step). This process of multiple reviews by the researcher
and constant comparison of the codes revealed in the data was fundamental to GT and led to the
next step, categorization.
Categorization
This step is part of most qualitative analytical methods, but GT analysis specifically
involves identifying “descriptive properties” and answering questions about the variance of these
properties or “dimensions.” In other words, “dimensions measure and properties describe”
(Rich, 2012, p. 5). To determine the categorization, each concept classification was compared in
terms of these properties and dimensions. As examples, the degree an instructor was intentional
about character development as part of the coursework, and the extent that a faculty member
explicitly focused on developing faith, were considered in the process of classification. This
facilitated the identification of categories and sub-categories for the concepts. Categorization led
to the last step—finding patterns and associating theories.
Identifying Patterns and Forming a Substantive Theory
The preceding steps stimulated the discovery of patterns that led to substantive or midlevel theory (see Rich, 2012). The patterns emerged from the preceding analysis and were
identified through careful comparison of the concepts as captured in the study journal in the form
of memos recorded during the sequential steps. Theory “connects the dots” and proposed
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reasons why the patterns operated as they did. For example, the elements of the community of
inquiry (COI) theory (see Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2010) of learning emerged from coding
the first question. The coding categories were determined by looking at the relationships
observed between the concepts (represented by the codes). Two-by-two comparisons were also
used to understand why and how the aims labeled spiritual and character development were
related to instructor actions.
It should be noted that in parallel I performed a related quantitative study of student
responses. As preliminary results were available, I began to identify relevant theories to describe
the factors that emerged from the (SEM) analysis. This undoubtedly influenced the coding and
categorizing results. An example of this is the three presences that are part of the COI theory
mentioned above. (See Article 2 of this dissertation.)
Results
A few professors responded to some of the questions in a manner that seemed to indicate
they were referring to one of their F2F sections rather than an online section. Since these were
all identified as online courses, their responses were interpreted to be the online equivalent of the
same course. For example, when one instructor responded, “I make myself available before and
after class to meet the students and answer their questions,” this was interpreted to mean that the
instructor arranged to be connected online to students both before and after the class session and
chatted or otherwise communicated with them. Because the instructors’ identities were
anonymous, this interpretation was not directly verified; but the same interpretation was
maintained consistently.
Instructors were asked six open-ended questions on different topics. These dealt with
creating interest in the course, making the course relevant, helping students succeed,
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strengthening student character, and strengthening student faith. It is important to note that not
all these questions dealt directly with spirituality and character-building. This enabled us to see
if teachers’ efforts to promote spirituality and character building appeared in their efforts to
provide effective online learning experiences even when it was not an explicitly stated focus. In
the following section, we provide a summary of the open-coding analysis of each of these
questions. We subsequently discuss patterns and themes that emerged across professors’
experiences.
Creating Interest in the Course
Efforts to make the course/course material more interesting and engaging were split
between teacher presence and cognitive and social presence. Twenty percent of the instructors
indicated they took steps to increase teacher/student interactions. This was accomplished by
“inviting discussion” and by “reach[ing] out several times a week to students that I perceived
were struggling.” Table 1 summarizes the responses to the first question, regarding creating
interest in the course along with the codes and categories.
Eighty percent worked to improve cognitive and social presence through changes in
curriculum and learning strategies. One stated, “I included audio files that connected concepts to
the gospel and situations in the workplace. I also created interactive, animated PowerPoint
presentations. I also used animated whiteboard summaries of chapters.” Another observed, “I
included relevant current events/information to supplement the materials.” A different instructor
responded, “I constantly update examples that I use in class that are tied to recent real-world
events.”
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The category least employed was active learning (17%). One of the most thorough
responses explained, “I incorporate brief in-class writing responses that students complete on
their own or with small groups to get them thinking more carefully about what they read, what
Table 1
Question 1: Creating Interest in the Course
Interesting Question: Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that you have
taken this semester (including changes to course material in previous semesters) to make your
course/course materials interesting and engaging to your students.
Category/Code
Count %
Examples
Teacher Presence
Increased Teacher/Student
Interaction
Cognitive Presence
Improved Curriculum
and/or Teaching
Techniques

12

20

“making a personal connection to the instructor
through video, audio instructions and feedback
from the instructor himself”

24

40

“I revised the paper assignment to make it more
meaningful and applied for my students.”

Made Learning Relevant

14

23

Social Presence
Employed Active Learning

“I constantly update examples that I use in class
that are tied to recent real-world events.

10

17

(number of responses, N = 60)

“…if I am teaching about a concept or working a

practice problem, I make sure that they get to respond
by working a practice problem, themselves, talking to
their neighbor, or writing down a summary, etc.”

we are looking at in class, or their opinions about a particular topic.” This result came as
somewhat of a surprise; it could be that it is easier to change the curriculum or pedagogy than to
develop more active learning activities, especially for online instruction.
Making the Course Relevant
The way that instructors applied their course and its content to the lives of their students
varied between three major categories and within each of these categories there were two
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different approaches (see Table 2). Application to the real-world, career, and gospel were each
used by about a third of the instructors. Within each of these categories there is both a general
application and another relating to either student interest, life and career, or life and personal
experience. These latter codes appeared more than the general types of application. The life and
personal experience was significantly higher (35%) than the others, and even higher than its
general counterpart.
An example of those who generally applied to real-world current events answered the
question, “So what?” to help students “recognize how art, literature, music, etc. from the past
still have relevance to us today.” Another responded more specifically that he or she, “tailored
the semester research/writing project to individual student interest.” These appeared to be a
lower level of application than the next category that applied to students’ careers and lives. For
example, one instructor reported, “We made a ‘what should I add to my resume’ document.”
And they reviewed it after every “topical module [was] completed.” Another included “an audio
clip of myself telling them about how the material in the course has the potential to not only
increase their success in the workplace but make them more successful as parents and members
of any organization.”
The third category included those teachers who applied their material to both the gospel
and personal experiences. One, “created discussion board questions that connect with spiritual
learning.” Another responded that “the discussion boards in the course are designed for the
students to make spiritual connections with principles of nutrition.” These efforts may have been
more effectual than the earlier two categories in terms of involving the students and encouraging
them to act on their own. However, they apparently were not as impactful as those that related to
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life and personal experiences. These conclusions need to be validated by examining the students’
view of the most effective online courses (perhaps through a study of the course evaluations).
Table 2
Question 2: Making the Course Relevant
See Relevance Question: Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that you
have taken this semester to help your students see the relevance of your course and its content in
their lives (this can include course content you have created in past semesters that you continued
to use this semester).
Category/Code
Count %
Examples
Applied to Real-World/
Current Events
Apply to Real-World

8

14

“I research current industry practices before
every class and sharing real-life examples
and resources with students.”

10

17

“I related course material to things in the
news.”

Applied to Career & Life
Apply to Career

9

15

“I specifically talk about how the concepts
apply in the workplace, to their careers as
soon as they graduate.”

Relate to Career & Life

10

17

Applied to Gospel & Personal
Experience
Apply to Gospel

“tie the material and learning goals to their
current experiences and aspirations in their
personal and professional life, as well as in
church and community service.”

8

14

“During webinars, I have tried to discuss
how the course material relates to the gospel

Relate to Current Events &
Student Interest

and the mass media today.”

Relate to Life & Personal

14

(number of responses, N = 59)

23

“I have many personal experiences and other
examples of experience how the subject has
impacted lives.”
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Among those in this last category, a number of instructors responded with comments like,
“I have many personal experiences and other examples of how the subject has impacted lives;”
“[I] talk about personal family experiences;” and, “[I] tell personal stories to illustrate the points
of the course.” These personalized examples are more likely to be remembered and have greater
impact on the students than other more general applications of topics (see Shapiro, 1988). It was
encouraging that 23% of the instructors responded this way, more of than any other category.
Creating a Personal Connection
Responses to the creating a personal connection with the students’ question grouped in
three categories: communicating with, learning about, and sharing time with students. Nearly
one third (31% overall) attempted to communicate with their students via email as evidenced by
responses such as “I have made an effort to send emails asking how things are going, trying to
connect when we do meet and offering my time to meet with them personally as needed.” Or “I
email students on a regular basis, both those that need help and those that are doing well.”
Nearly one fourth overall (24%) and more than three fourths of this category utilized a variety of
other ways to communicate. They “give personal feedback on a paper they write,” “include then
in discussions;” “responded to the discussion board posts;” and, “provided lengthy personal
response to each student's research/writing project.” Details are shown in Table 3.
The smallest portion of instructors (28% overall) attempted to learn about their students
and showed interest in them by learning and using their names and other methods. The other
methods included spotlighting class members highlighting uniquenesses of each and specifically
inquiring about how students are doing and what they think about the class.
It is surprising that not even a third (31% overall; 7% for email and 24% other)
communicated with students. Even if it were a third, that is still low in my estimation for an
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online class. It would be useful to be able to examine all the ways that each teacher created a
personal connection with students. It could be that many more of them were communicating
with email to their students, they just did not view that as “the single most important action.”
The most significant portion (41% overall) shared time and stories with students. Within
this category a large majority (59%) attempted to meet their students, mostly in person. The
remainder indicated that they shared time and told (true) stories with their students, even if they
Table 3
Question 3. Creating a Personal Connection
Personal Connection Question: Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that
you have taken this semester to create a personal connection with each of your students (this can
include course content you have created in past semesters that you continued to use this
semester).
Category/Code
Count %
Examples
Communicated w/Students
Email
Other
Learned About & Showed
Interest in Students
Names
Other

Shared Time & (True) Stories
w/Students

Meet
Online

4

7

“I send regular check-in emails, and make sure to

13

24

“Provided lengthy personal response to each
student's research/writing project”

7

13

“Memorized their names and called them by name
in and out of class.”

8

15

“We took pictures of myself with the team
members at the end of the semester and loaded their

respond to student emails in a timely manner.”

presentations on to Learning Suite as social-mediaavailable content for subsequent versions of the
course.”

13
9

(number of responses, N = 54)

24
17

“I offered to meet with each one to help with job searches”
“Tell personal stories to illustrate the points of the course”
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could not meet with them in person. Most of these were personal examples or family stories that
helped the students relate with them. These findings are consistent with the findings of Dixson,
that emphasized “the importance of developing real connections in online courses . . . . Such
connections really help students to feel engaged with the courses they are taking despite the lack
of a physical presence of instructor or other students” (2010, p. 9). These findings also indicate
some of the strategies used to overcome the transactional distance imposed by the online
modality of their courses.
Helping Students Feel They Can Succeed
Slightly more than half of the instructors provided encouragement (26%) or feedback
(26%) in order to help students feel that they could succeed (see Table 4 for details). Responses
included, “I continually invite them to come to my office hours/the TA hours if they need
Table 4
Question 4: Helping Students Feel They Can Succeed
Can Succeed Question: Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that you have taken
this semester to help your students feel that they can succeed in your class (this can include course content
you have created in past semesters that you continued to use this semester).
Category/Code
Count %
Examples
Provided Encouragement &/or
Expressed Confidence
Email
Other

7
8

12
14

Provided Feedback &/or
Adjusted Pedagogy
Feedback
Adjustments

“frequent encouragement by email”
“Expressing my confidence in their abilities and
performance on a fairly frequent basis.”

11
4

19
7

“Giving detailed feedback.”
“accommodate specific student issues”

Provided Help
In-Office

11

19

17

29

“I continually invite them to come to my office hours/
the TA hours if they need additional help.”
“Offer TA instruction during class time for math
component of class.”

Other

(number of responses, N = 58)
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additional help;” and, “I've sent them weekly emails so they know exactly what is due, held test
reviews, and held office hours for help on their final paper.”
The balance (nearly half) of the respondents (48%) indicated that they provided help to
students to assist them to succeed in class, either through office hours or otherwise. These
responses were typical, “Repeatedly invited students to come talk to me about extra help and
options that can help them succeed in the course and worked with all those who accepted the
invitation.” A few offered TA assistance during specified hours and reminded the students of the
times and availability of learning “resources (most importantly, my TAs).” One stated that he or
she “Provides additional study material to help organize and clarify the course content.”
They were very similar to what is practiced in F2F courses and is what might be expected
with online courses as well. There were, however, a couple of instructors who seemed to “go the
extra mile” to help students succeed. One indicated, “I encourage students to submit drafts of
their take home essays so they can get feedback and revise them as necessary [prior to the due
date].” Another “brought to the course a 50-cell analytical matrix that we built with doctoral
students at HEC-Paris, MIT, UC-Irvine, George Washington University, National Defense
University, and Loyola University Maryland” which “imposed an orderly structure on the topic
that helped students succeed in the class.”
Helping Students Become Better People
As shown in Table 5, responses to the character-building question covered a broad
spectrum of instructor actions of little to large amounts of intentionality. At one end of the range
were approximately one third (34%) of the instructors who did little or nothing. These included
those that were “not sure,” or could not remember doing anything intentional. At the other end
were those that integrated with the topic, “teach correct principles” or “classroom discussion
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often led to information about character;” as well as those the encouraged ethics, “encouraged
them to think about their moral reasoning in the context of learning and social conformity” or
“emphasized that ethical behavior is absolutely essential, modeled and encouraged giving
constructive feedback that builds.”
Table 5
Question 5: Helping Students Become Better People
Student Character Question: Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that
you have taken this semester to help your students become better people (i.e., build a stronger
character)
Category/Code
Count %
Examples
Instructors Did Little or Nothing
Did Nothing; Not Sure
3

5

“None that I remember.”

6

11

“I strongly encouraged a Zion classroom model
where learning was cooperative.”

10

18

“emphasize that ethical behavior is absolutely
essential model and encourage giving constructive
feedback that builds”

18

“Class discussions that address this.”

12

“We have a daily devotional and link the gospel to
the material”

13

23

“Connect material to gospel.”

Students Were Actively Involved
Related to Ethics in
5
Real Life

8

“my very hated and controversial assignment had
real-world relevance and was tied to fighting
poverty in the United States: they had a real
chance to engage with organizations and others in
a very focused way”

5

“There are multiple events in this class. One of
the best is we have each student write a personal
values statement.”

Integrated w/Topic
Encouraged and/or
Emphasized Ethics

Instructors Acted Intentionally
Discussed Ethics
10
Held Periodic Devotional
&/or Testified
7
Connected Topic to Gospel
Principles

Related to Personal Ethics

3

(number of responses, N = 58)
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Slightly over half (53%) discussed ethics, held devotionals, or connected gospel principles
during their classes. These instructors demonstrated varying degrees of intentionality in their
efforts to accomplish this aim. Some said that they “attempt to do this, through the ethics
discussion” and some “have a daily spiritual thought and/or current event to help them ground
themselves in what is important.” A few explicitly mentioned that they “connect material to the
gospel.”
Only an eighth (13%) actively involved students by connecting real-life and personal
ethics. Specific activities and assignments directly engaged learners, such as: “writing a personal
values statement,” or having students “reflect upon their online presence and their relationships
with their students,” and assigning “them [to] build a personal constitution that clarified their
values and life mission.” The most dramatic example of this was the following,
Each week students submit a self-report where they spend a few minutes reflecting on
their efforts during the week. Part of this reflection is having them comment on and
occasionally set goals related to what I call the ONTASK Principles [a series of scriptural
based suggestions for improving learning].
Instructors who intentionally provided experiences involving character building activities were
more likely to make a difference in the lives of their students than those who just lectured (see
Freeman et al., 2014, p. 8412).
Helping Strengthen Students’ Spirituality
Responses to this question are summarized in Table 6. The instructors responded to the
strengthen-faith question generally in a passive or active way. Nearly 60% made passive
connections (including integrating efforts with course content and having prayer or periodic
devotionals). Passive efforts were exemplified by those who “connect spiritual topics with
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temporal topics in the course” or “tie to gospel concepts in lecture.” The efforts to include
prayer or some form of devotional were considered passive because most students were not
usually directly involved.
Table 6
Question 6: Helping Strengthen Students’ Spirituality
Student Faith Question: Please briefly list the single most important action, if any, that you
have taken this semester to strengthen your students spiritually.
Category/Code
Count %
Examples
Made Passive Connection(s)
Integrated w/Course
Content
Included Prayer &/or
Devotional
Made Explicit Connection(s)
Discussed &/or Testified

Included Instructional
Aspects

20

36

“Connect spiritual topics with temporal topics in
the course.”

13

23

“I do all I can to invite the Spirit to be present in
every class session through prayer, hymns, my
personal preparation, and example.”

16

29

“Start class with prayer, when prompted I share
testimony, I allow students to share experiences
and thoughts in class.”

7

12

“. . . created a series of audio clips that tied the
scriptures to concepts in the course and then gave
examples of how the scriptures and concepts
worked in my life.”

(number of responses, N = 56)

The remaining (~41%) of the instructors made more explicit connections through
discussions of personal belief and by directly including in their instruction examples of how faith
influenced the lives of individuals. Several instructors mentioned they shared personal testimony
of how faith was active in their lives as well as in others’ lives. A couple incorporated faithspecific instructional aspects of their course. One indicated he or she, “tried to model Christlike
behavior including charity and mercy when warranted. Also created a series of audio clips that
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tied the scriptures to concepts in the course and then gave examples of how the scriptures and
concepts worked in my life.”
Discussion
A few patterns emerged from the GT analysis. The three most prevalent were (a)
multiple “single most important” actions, (b) the spectrum of responses, and (c) intentionality
and connections. Overall, there appears to be a relationship between the first four questions and
a different aspect to the last two. These are each discussed below.
Multiple “Single” Most Important Actions
Some of the faculty responded with more than one “single” most important action taken
to foster spirituality and build character in their online courses. Multiple actions were included
in responses from 4% to 29% of the time, depending upon the question. The faculty may feel
that multiple actions are related or that they are of equal importance and not easily
distinguishable as to which is the “single most important.”
For example, one instructor commented, “I included audio files that connected concepts
to the gospel and situations in the workplace. I also created interactive, animated PowerPoint
presentations. I also used animated whiteboard summaries of chapters.” It was not clear
whether it was the use of audio files, interactive presentations, or animated whiteboard
summaries of chapters that was the most important action taken to make the course more
interesting and engaging. Another responded, “I learn students’ names before class, ask them
lots of questions about their lives and career goals to prepare the course material, and meet with
them in individual conferences.” Evidently, many instructors use multiple techniques and/or
integrate different aspects of their teaching with the intent to help influence students as they
develop character and faith. This finding is in harmony with the literature. “Research indicates
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increased student achievement from the use of variety in instructional materials and techniques”
(Borich, 1992, pp. 482 – 488).
Spectrum of Responses
Responses to the six questions (after coding and classification of codes) appeared to fall
into a pattern of degrees or a spectrum from less to more of the given actions taken. For
example, the actions taken to build student character align roughly with the level of an
instructor’s intentional efforts, beginning with little or nothing (on the one hand). Two
responded, “None that I remember” and “Not sure.” At the other end of the spectrum, an
instructor indicated specific intentional actions that likely would ultimately lead to intentional
involvement of the students. The instructor responded, “Each week students submit a self-report
where they spend a few minutes reflecting on their efforts during the week.” In the middle of the
spectrum, a discussion of ethics may be helpful, but having “student teams prepare
presentations” for the class, or “submit a self-report” are much more likely to have a lasting
effect on the students (see Borich, 1992, p. 10).
Similarly, with respect to strengthening spirituality (building faith) in students,
integrating spiritual content with course content is a relatively passive approach, in terms of
student involvement. One instructor responded, “[I] connect spiritual topics with temporal topics
in the course.” Another answered, “I can't identify one single thing that I do in this area. I don't
like to separate when I'm purposefully attempting to do something spiritual, or applicable, or
character building, etc. but instead simply make these all seamless aspects of how I approach all
of the course lectures.” One simply responded, “Emphasizing moral use of rhetoric.”
On the other hand, explicitly requiring the students to reflect on their efforts during the
week, report back, and set goals related to their reflection is much more active with a greater
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influence on the students’ learning. Requiring learners to develop personal values statements or
personal constitutions are more engaging than simply “trying to help them think about their
learning practices and their motivations.”
Intentionality and Connections
When looking at the coding and categories of StudCharacter (character building) and
StudFaith (spiritually strengthening), at least two characteristics appeared to be similar. One was
the level of intentional involvement of the students by the instructor with respect to character
building. The other was the passive vs. explicit connection between the topic and spirituality. In
Figure 1 the relative proportions of these two are illustrated. (StudCharacter is on the left;
StudFaith is on the right.)
Intentionality +

Intentionality +

59%

41%

33%

Explicit
Connections

31%

Passive
Connections

69%

66%

Discussed Ethics
&/or Involved

Encouraged,
Emphasized, &/or
Taught Ethics

66%

33%

Intentionality -

Intentionality -

Figure 1. Intentionality and connections graphs.
This result indicated that “encouraging, emphasizing, and teaching ethics” may be related
to a relatively passive approach; and, although intentional, it may not be as effectual in helping
students to develop spirituality and character. Conversely, the more active approach of
discussing ethics and involving students is more likely to provide an explicit connection for the
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students and provide greater motivation for them, thus leading students to be more positively
impacted. Particularly, requiring action on the students’ part in terms of a reflections assignment
or preparation of responses to an online discussion (such as defending a stated position on an
ethical situation) is likely to have even more influence on students than simply “encouraging or
teaching ethics.” This illustrates the difference in effectiveness of a student learning from a
lecture (i.e., hearing a concept described, typically once) as contrasted with an active learning
experience that is carefully considered and reported on or presented to others by a student. The
latter is obviously more effective since “the degree of learning that occurs is directly related to
the time a student is actively engaged in the learning process” (Borich, 1992, p. 10).
The explanation of this finding is likely related to other aspects of spiritual and character
development common to some other forms of behavioral development. The level of student
involvement is not only more effectual than the intentionality of the instructors’ efforts, it is
imperative. Spirituality and character must be developed by each individual. Hence,
intentionally, and directly providing examples and testimony of a truth may be influential and
even motivational; but the actual activity and experience on the part of the student is essential to
produce the desired growth. Much like a student athlete who hears and sees a weight room
coach describe methods and benefits does not get stronger until he/she participates in the muscle
development process by lifting the weights. Spirituality and character development are also
conditioned on the agency or motivation of the individual to change.
Primary Influencers: Instructors or Students
One last pattern emerged. The outcomes of the first four questions seemed to be more
under the control of or influenced by the instructor while the outcomes of the last two questions
were more under the control of or influenced by the student. The level of interest, relevance,
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personal connection, and attitude of success were influenced by how the teacher presented the
material to the students. What the students did because of these factors were directly dependent
upon their volition and determination to experience the growth of increased faith and character.
They were free to reject or ignore the invitations and encouragement of their mentors. Of course,
the instructors could be instrumental in planting seeds of desire, nourishing sprouts of motivation
for change, and encouraging the necessary action of change in their students. Nevertheless,
ultimately the students must learn for themselves, and effect change in their own lives.
Research Questions Revisited
At this point, we revisit the specific research questions. We then draw additional
conclusions that may apply to fostering spirituality and strengthening character in online
education in general. Finally, we make recommendations for teachers’ actions that might
cultivate spiritual strength and build character based on our findings. These may be transferrable
to similar contexts and be of interest to the greater online higher educational community.
Included are limitations of this study as well as recommendations for further research.
Each of the specific research questions are now addressed, considering the emergent patterns and
evidence from the data.
How did faculty integrate spirituality and character building with their learning
objectives? A wide spectrum of efforts was used to accomplish these aims. Some instructors
simply made it a part of their teaching and passively incorporated spirituality and character
development into their curriculum and instruction. Others actively include assignments that
directly involve students. Some took a more passive or implicit approach while others were
more intentional and explicit in their efforts. The latter were more likely to impact more students
with greater success than those who were less intentional or passive in their efforts to help their
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students accomplish these two learning objectives. This ties back to the importance of student
engagement in the learning process (see Borich, 1992, p. 187).
What did faculty do to overcome the distance between them and their students during
online instruction? In most cases, in order to better connect with their students, instructors just
replaced what they did in F2F classes with “online versions” of the same; namely, they put forth
more effort to make themselves available and to get to know their students individually. This
was done by offering to meet F2F, setting up (online) office hours, as well as by responding
promptly and individually to student postings and assignments. The instructors did not identify
any significantly different uses of technology in terms of amplification or transformation that
could involve the students or to encourage students to be more interactive or creative in their
learning. Rather than just transfer instruction from F2F via technology, it can be used more
intentionally to enhance teaching and learning. (See the PICRAT model; Kimmons, Graham, &
West, 2020). Had these instructors tried to use technology as described in the PICRAT model
their efforts might have been even more effective, especially as they moved toward the higher
order learning uses for students.
What did faculty do to motivate their students to spend time and effort toward these two
aims in addition to their academic goals? As in the two questions above, most instructors did
much the same as they did or would do in a F2F classroom. Those who were more intentional
and explicit did so through deliberate assignments and learning activities. These asked the
students to do more than others in terms of specifically reflecting on ethics, creating personal
value statements/constitutions, and setting and periodically reporting on goals. Although this
may not have ensured that the students developed more spirituality and character, they were
more likely to follow through having experienced the process necessary to do so. And, once they
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experimented, albeit somewhat “guided” in that process, it follows that they might be more likely
to choose to continue on their own volition.
High Yield Arranged Triad Theory
Of the six questions posed to the faculty, the realization of the outcome or purpose of the
first four questions (course interest, course relevance, personal connection with students and
helping students feel they can succeed) were under the control of the instructors; the remaining
two questions (students becoming better people and strengthen students spiritually) were
essentially under the students’ control. Looking at instructors’ responses to the two groups of
questions revealed a few general conclusions. The subcategories of each of the first four
questions formed triads, with roughly even responses to in two sub-categories for each response.
We represent these as triangles with the lengths of each side proportional to the percentages of
instructor response. Figure 2 shows the triads that correspond to the four questions in which the
instructors was the primary influencer.
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Figure 2. Triads of subcategories.
Further inspection revealed that some of the coding subcategories were very similar.
Placing the like subcategories adjacent to one another created an interesting pattern (see Figure
3).
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Figure 3. Triads arranged.
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Interestingly, this process suggested a flow diagram that might begin with creating
interest in the course and continuing through helping students feel they can succeed. These
appeared to form the cornerstones of a foundation or basis for successfully accomplishing the
target constructs represented by the remaining two questions, of which the students were the
primary influencer. It may be possible to successfully accomplish each of these aspects by
beginning with any one of them and continuing through the process or path shown in Figure 3.
More definitive study is necessary to test this hypothesis.
The remaining two questions were the result of student actions more so than instructor
actions. These did not form triads. However, there was an interesting correlation between the two
sets of subcategories. Table 7 shows the correlation between the two as well as the percentages
of responses. Categories were shown in the first and fourth columns of the table.
Table 7
Correlation of Subcategories for the Faith and Character Questions
Help Students Become Better People
(Character)
Instructors Did Little
or Nothing

Instructors Acted
Intentionally

Students were Actively
Involved

Strengthen Spirituality
(Faith)

Did Nothing; Not Sure OR
Integrated w/Topic OR
Emphasized Ethics (34%)

Integrated w/Course
Content (36%)

Connected Topic to Gospel
Principles (23%)

Included Prayer &/or
Devotional (23%)

Discussed Ethics OR Held
Periodic Devotional &/or
Testified (30%)
Related to Ethics in Real-Life
OR Related to Personal Ethics
(13%)

Discussed &/or
Testified (29%)
Included Instructional
Aspects (12%)

Made Passive
Connection(s)

Made Explicit
Connection(s)

The parallel percentages and alignment of the two constructs clearly indicated the
interrelatedness of these two constructs. There also appeared to be a correlation (from top to
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bottom) between the passive to explicit connections made, indicated on the left, and the level of
intentionality as shown on the right.
Recommendations
These data suggest that the online instructor’s role is to first prepare the environment for
learning and development in their students. The questions asked in this survey are inter-related
aspects of this concept. The material must be presented in a way that makes it interesting,
relevant, and in such a manner that students feel they can succeed. A relationship of trust must
exist if the experiences and teachings of the instructor are to be credible to the students; this is
especially true where spirituality and character development are concerned. The results of this
study support the recommendations of Hilton et al. (2016), “a proper balance between
intellectual enlightenment coupled with personal application and positive teacher interaction
support spiritual outcomes” (p. 354).
The processes the instructor recommends that students experience can then be believed,
followed by the students, and experienced for themselves. This is consistent with the learning
model of gradual release of responsibility (see Pearson & Gallagher, 1983, p. 337) originally
applied to learning to read. The instructors initially provide modeling, then guided practice
involving the students. Then, as the instructors relinquish responsibility, the students begin to
practice and then apply the teachings to themselves as they assume more complete responsibility
for their own development. The results of this study show this pattern of learning can apply to
spiritual and character development as well as to academic learning.
We found the more explicit and intentional the instructors’ actions and the more actively
the students are involved in the learning processes, the more effective the learning is likely to be.
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This is consistent with the conclusions reached by Freeman et al. (2014) in their study of active
learning and lecturing (2014).
Limitations
Although there were 63 online courses included in this study, each of the six questions
had between 54 and 60 unique responses that were coded. This may be due to the fact that 57
professors were involved; one taught four classes, and there were four others who each taught
two classes. In some instances, they duplicated their responses to some questions and duplicate
responses were not included. Also, a few instructors answered some of the questions leaving
others unanswered.
Another variable that might have impacted the results of this study was class size. The
students being taught by professors ranged from 10 to 900. Their opportunity to relate to
students and impact them individually was likely very different if they only taught 10 as opposed
to if they taught 900.
Conclusions
This study set out to discover in what ways instructors of online courses fostered
spirituality and character development at a large private religious institution. Results revealed
actions that both instructors and students need to take to successfully develop spirituality and
character in online learning. This formed a cycle of inter-related triads of action that served as
potential cornerstones for effective spiritual and character development in online learning.
Instructors might create interest in their course making learning relevant or using active learning
techniques; this may enable them to apply gospel and personal experiences; in turn, gospel
experiences may facilitate a personal connection with students; this, in turn, leads the instructor
to help students feel that they can succeed in the course. No single action appeared to be
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sufficient to create the ideal conditions for spiritual and character development, but rather
instructors reported using multiple methods to create an online environment conducive to
building spirituality and character. Likewise, there are a variety of ways students might respond
to these conditions, ranging from more passive presentational actions to active participation.
There are multiple avenues for further research. This study built on the companion
quantitative study, which focused on student data. It would be useful to further identify from the
data which online courses the students indicated as being the most effective in meeting these two
aims. A qualitative study of the student evaluation data might reveal a correlation between the
faculty view of what they expect will be helpful in accomplishing these aims and the student
view.
The relationships between the six questions deserve further study. For example, the
percentage of responses that were coded as providing passive connections as far as strengthening
spirituality was 59% as opposed to 41% that were coded as being explicit. On the other hand,
when it came to character building, there were 67% coded as being intentional, while 34% did
little or nothing. The relationship between these questions deserves additional research possibly
to determine the weighting and influence of instructors’ multiple responses.
These patterns and results from the instructors’ free responses ought to be compared to
the students’ view of these same online courses. The best source for this type of analysis would
probably be the student evaluations for each of these online courses, obtained independent of the
questionnaire used in this study. Although not within the scope of this research, it could further
reinforce and validate the findings of this study.
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ARTICLE 3: APPENDIX A
Inter-Rater Reliability Calculation
Each coded item was given a score, both prior to discussion between the coders and after.
The scoring rubric was as follows:
1.0

if all four coders coded the item the same.

0.75

if three of the four coders coded the same

0.5

if two of the four coders coded the same (and the other two were different)

0.55

if two of the coders coded the same and the other two also coded the same
(that is, a 2 – 2 split)

0

if all four coders coded differently

The scores were summed for each question and then divided by the number of items to arrive at a
percentage of commonality among coders. The scoring of the six questions both before and after
discussion between coders were as follows:
Percentage of Matching (between Coders)
Question
Interesting
SeeRelevance

(# of
Codes)
(4)

Before
Discussion
75.7

After
Discussion
88.5

[# of
Responses]
[60]

(6)

75.8

92.8

[59]

Personal Connection ( 6)

80.1

93.0

[54]

Succeed in Class

(6)

71.6

88.4

[58]

StudCharacter

(8)

63.1

75.2

[57]

StudFaith

(4)

75.6

84.4

[56]

(5.7)

73.7

87.1

[57.3]

Average
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DISSERTATION CONCLUSION
In summary, the conclusions from the three articles formed a fascinating picture of how
to strengthen spirituality and build character in online courses. From the literature review (first
article) it was clear that the BYU view was more focused and doctrinally deeper in terms of
connectedness between spirituality and education than is the contemporary North American
view. In light of the gospel being restored, this is understandable. The relationships between our
purpose for being on this earth and the opportunity for eternal life —including the belief that
what we learn here on earth will go with us in the life beyond—form a tight relationship between
education and spirituality. Other relationships such as those between teacher and student,
student to student, and family members can also go with us; these also reinforced the importance
of spirituality and education in the BYU view. Two other principles were also part of this view.
First, education is incomplete and inadequate unless it includes both academic and spiritual
learning. The inclusion of both encourages and enhances the other in synergistic ways. And
secondly, spiritual and character development are dependent primarily upon the individual.
Teachers can encourage, model and mentor, but ultimately, it is up to the student to perform the
action necessary to accomplish this learning and growth.
From the analysis of the students’ perspective (second article), it was clear that the two
target constructs, spiritual strengthening and character building, each divided into two principle
subfactors: genuine caring for students and gospel connection as well as recognized morality and
ethics/character from the course, respectively. These four were predicted primarily by instructor
interaction and encouraging students to integrate the subject of their study and life. Other
predictors also contributed, but to a lesser extent.
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From the analysis of the instructors’ perspective (third article), there are four major
aspects of what was taught that are related to accomplishing these two BYU Aims and are
directly under the instructor’s control: (a) interest in the course, (b) relevance of the course, (c)
creating a personal connection with the students, and (d) helping students feel they can succeed
in the course. Each of these had three factors. Among these, there were one or more of the three
factors in common with another factor, linking them in a sort of sequence or chain. These three
linkages were
1. Making learning relevant or employing active learning ≈ apply to real-world/current
events;
2. Applied to gospel and personal experience ≈ share time and true stories with students;
and,
3. Communicated with students (email or other) ≈ provided feedback and/or adjusted
pedagogy.
Although instructors could have a profound influence on their students’ spiritual and character
development, students were more directly influential on their accomplishing these types of
learning. Also, it was determined that the instructors’ responses could be categorized into
spectrums of responses from lesser to greater degrees of intentionality and two other dimensions
or types of connections, one for spiritual development and one for character development. For
spiritual development, the connection was a range of passive vs. explicit (connections between
the topic and spirituality). For character building, the connection is a range of encouraged,
emphasized and/or taught ethics vs discussed ethics and/or intentional involvement of the
students (connections between the topic and ethics/building character). These relationships with
intentionality on the part of the instructor were very similar between the two.
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Instructors should recognize the importance of including spirituality and character
building along with the subject matter of their courses as complementary. Even though the
accomplishment of these aims was largely up to the students, online instructors could do much to
encourage, motivate and assist their students by spending time communicating with students in
ways that shows genuine caring for students, and demonstrates the relevance of course material
to their lives. They accomplished this by making explicit connections between the subject matter
with personal stories and engaging students in active learning activities related to applying
ethics. Showing students connections between the gospel in the context of current events and
their lives enabled students to understand not only the importance of this type of learning but
also helped motivate them to put forth the effort to develop themselves in these areas. Teacher
reported that illustrations from personal experience as to how they strengthened their own
spirituality and developed character were especially effective.
The aspects of online coursework mentioned above are not the only components which
may contribute to accomplishing these two aims of a BYU education. Further research will be
useful, even within the existing DCSS data set. For example, it would be useful to relate these
findings with the students’ responses to other questions in the survey, such as perceived learning,
satisfaction, and interaction or course evaluation data (included in the dataset but not part of the
questionnaire).
It is clear that instructors who care about their students, establish a personal connection
with them, and share personal experiences of how the topics relate to the gospel and individuals’
lives can positively influence students toward successfully accomplishing these two aims of a
BYU Education to be spiritually strengthening and character building. It all begins with the
instructors themselves. As Elder Jeffery R. Holland taught in 2005 to missionaries at the MTC
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about teaching spiritual things, “Remember this truth, everything in the conversion process must
happen to you before it can happen to them—everything.” The spiritual strengthening and
character building experience of the instructors forms the foundation for their teaching students
using the techniques described above. This applies to instructors teaching online as well as faceto-face.

